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Preface 


Sharing a frontier of river wafer and silt more than a thousand 
miles long, Mexico and the United States arc linked together 
willy-nilly by geography. ^'Geography docs not argue’*; as the 
late Dr. Nicholas Spykman said, “it simply is." The acceleration 
of modern mechanics, added to geography, has made the United 
States and Mexico more or less interdependent. A contented next- 
door neighbor, at peace with herself, in some degree of prosper- 
ity and looking forward to a reasonably happy future, is urgently 
desirable for the well-being of the United States. So particularly 
in this period of world strife and revolutionary change, is it of 
interest to the northern neighbor how the southern neighbor 
fares, how she miniiters to the needs of her people, svhat direction 
the takes. 

To deal sensibly and sympathetically with Mexico is a challenge 
to our understanding. To understand an alien nation it is essential 
to knosv its peoples’ past, their strogglcs and their sacrifices, as 
well m their present desires. In order to comprehend Mexico it is 
as needful to know her history as it is to know what her leaders 
arc trying to do and the obstacles that confront them. With this 
purpose in mind I have undertaken to write this book, revaluing 
afresh the story of the people of Mcrico, who have already been 
the theme of so many excellent books. Since history is largely the 
record of the lives of the men, good and bad, who made it, I 
have put the emphasis on the individuals who helped destiny 
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shape events. For as Hihirc BeUoc says, “Irv rvotablc achievements, 
one man generally stands at their origin." 

Montaigne believed that history should be read as a discipline 
to the judgment. He felt convinced that Flutarch, the great biog- 
rapher of the ancients, would prefer that we should applaud his 
judgment rather than commend his knowledge. So recalling 
Montaigne, while writing this history, I have endeavored to dis- 
cern the motives of men, to sec how their minds and emotions 
worked, and thus to interpret the manifold "facts” as set forth 
in the various, and often conflicting, chiomtlcs. In selecting scenes 
and events for depiction I have tried to choose those which throw 
some special illumination on the complex character of Mexico. I 
have sought to catch gleams of that “inner light of actuality and 
attention” which floods life as men actually lived it. It has not 
always been an easy task, however fescinating; for Mexico is 
replete with secret contradictions as well as spontaneous variety. 

Behind the alluring mask of Mexico there lies a grim reality. 
The basis for friendship depends on some knowledge of what 
lies bAind the mask. Good will cannot be bought merely by 
Icnd-leasc, artificial high prices for silver, or honeyed phrases in 
which the norteamcricanos arc bungling amateurs compared to 
the Latin Americans. The human approaches to the heart of 
Mexico must needs be improved. 

Sympathetic understanding of alien fellow mortals is a rare 
gift. And by a consensus of opinion Mexico is one of the most 
illusive of nations to catch and catalogue. Even the Mexicans 
often give themselves up with a shrug and almost inevitably end 
with “Quiin sabe?” As the Mexican poet sings, “Quien sabe 
from the cradle, Quien sabe to the grave.” 

>Iot without symbolic suggestion docs the heart of Mexico 
beat in the shadow of volcanoes. For it is a land where strange 
violence in mankind and in nature seems to lie in ambush, where 
dire memories arc rooted deep in racial consciousness. Yet despite 
the vehemence in the Mexican story, there is withal an amax- 
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ingly submissive patience in the people that often passes beyond 
resignation and becomes sheer serenity. To strangers, even when 
the land lies under the most gradous spell of peace, Mexico some- 
times seems faintly touched in the brain. The Mexicans like to 
say of themselves, “We exist close to music and madness." But 
the theme music of their tierra is the haunting dirge of the 
mourning dove. With all its flowery fiestas Mexico is not a joyous 
land. Its history is too dcq)ly tinctured with blood. The tragic 
past is ingrained in the selfhood of its people, like the grace in- 
herent in the movement of a puma. Mexicans arc not oblivious 
of the crushing and ruinous rates they have had to pay for such 
benefits as have come with their “advancement.” 

The inimitable Charles Fiandrau once asked a Mexican lady, 
“Does it rain here in summer as much as it does in winter?” 
After a thoughtful silence, she replied, “There are no fixed rules, 
Senor,” And after several years’ sojourn, in which he learned that 
theory and practice only occasionally coincide, the unorthodox 
Fiandrau came to regard the lady’s sutement as a consummate 
epitome of the country. He found in this very unaccountability, 
in this "hazard of the unexpected,” the indisputable charm of 
Mexico. 

Mexico is a magnificent paradox. Its ironic story is strung with 
contradictions and incredible happenings. Prescott confessed that 
he found it difficult to treat such romantic subject matter accord- 
ing to the severe rules prescribed by historical criticism. In its 
dramatic struggles Mexico has known horrendous climaxes and 
the most ludicrous anticlimaxes. It is a talc of triumphal en- 
trances and sudden flights, of clod-like inertia and li^tning-swift 
violence, of vicious betrayals and heart-stirring loyalties, of mock- 
ing glee and grief too stark for tcan. Since the Conquest, and 
even before, Mexico has been like a house divided against itself. 
Humboldt called it the land of inequality. Certainly human life 
there has been too much the sport of accident and ignorance. 
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What have been an idyll in this strangely evocative land 
turned out to be a blood-stained cavalcade. 

That pattern of paradox which is woven through the texture 
of Mexico’s being and doing often makes truth seem as deceptive 
as mardi-lights. On the map one sees at once how the shape of 
Mexico resembles the horn of Amalthaea. But in this area of 
fabulous wealth dearth and privation arc notorious. Tlic abun- 
dance is extremely spotty. Deserts and mountains nuke up more 
than iwo-thirds of the topography. The graceful horn of plenty 
is sadly lacking in two essential gifts of providence: rivers and 
generous rainfdl. There is not tain enough in the blue Mexican 
sky to water a tenth of the thirsty earth. There arc no important 
riven, and none is commercially navigable all the year. 

It was Humboldt who revived the fallacy that Mexico is a land 
of unexhaustible riches. And many noted writers since 1800 have 
furthered the illusion that there is illimitable treasure to be had 
for the saatching or the digging. It is a paradox that opulent 
Mexico is poor. Except in fenile pockcu of soil or in precious- 
veined strata, Mexico wrests a living by the hardest. “Until we 
realize that Mexico is poot ” says the economist Ramon Bcteta, 
“and plan our economy accordingly, we arc not going to make 
sound progress.” Seventy per cent of the people earn their living 
by agriculture. Only seven to ten per cent of the land is arable 
under present techmeal conditions and only twenty per cent could 
be arable under any conditions. Both the Atlantic and Pacific 
coastal regions are so swampy and full of tropical disease germs 
that effective drainage system on a large scale seems prohibitive 
because of cost. 

Mexico is a crumpled land, like that piece of paper Cortes 
wadded in his fist and dropped on the table before the king of 
Spain, in answer to the question, “What is the country like?” 
Mexico is a land of ravines. Ravines are a wonderful feast for the 
eye, but an adversity fm agriculture. Even in the purported 
halcyon days of the hacienda tinder Diaz, when the population 
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xras scarcely half that of today, Mexico imported beans, wheat, 
and com. 

It is true that the republic at present ranks first among the 
countries of the world in the export of s3vcr and third in the 
export of copper. But the price of sUecr is an axtifidal one created 
by the New Deal administration tt> keep the American-owned 
mines going and to bolster the ocigbborly good wilL The best 
answer to Mexico’s reputation of being the “treasure house of the 
world” is that American economists would regard the hypotheti- 
cal “taking over” of the republic as a decided economic liabdity. 

In this fascinating, poor-ridj land where the peasants arc by 
nature as gentle as any people on the face of the garrh, sometimes 
the peace has been broken by a single deed or word and the 
dodJe folk transformed to savage fanatics. Yet on the surface the 
peasants of Merieo seem to live more or less in a state of philo- 
sophical timelessncss. They are inclined to accept without argu> 
mmt what fate brings them. They have little confidence, because 
they know that while providence gives with one band it take 
with the other. With oedy the most meager necessities of life they 
somehow manage to present a feeling of stability and blessed 
quietude in the midst of the sfirrings and fluctuations of con- 
temporary civilization. Flowers still bare emphasis in the daily 
life of the most humble, as the first conquistadores discovered to 
their amazement. Music is not long absent even in squalor. A 
kind of Usdess mysticism beguiles and takes the edge off the daily 
bargaining. An apt wit mocks the most shocking misfortunes. 
The Mexican peasants know magnificendy how to endure the 
ines’itabic. They exist as if their ancestors had overheard Buddha 
saying: “Overcome the will, renounce preference and you trill 
have entered Nirvana.” And perhaps this is why many a tense 
and flustered foreigner discovers an ineflable peace in die Mexi- 
can countryside. For despite all the disturbing elements that have 
plagued the nation, Mexico still has roots in its metaphysical past 
One senses eternal pers p ectives in the Mexican landscapes. Even 
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in those villages where cuil strife swept with most venomous 
fury, the Indians kept their own private and silent sanctuaries. 

TTic Mexican struggle for independence from Spain which 
began in 1810 and the Revolution of the people which began 
in 1910 both stemmed indirectly from the American Declaration 
of 1776. Our War of Independence was more or less ended in 
four years, but Mexico’s Revolution is still in progress. Mexicans 
have been injected with a desire for both political and economic 
freedom. In their socialistic experiments for the general welfare 
we should wish them God-speed. And notwithstanding the dif- 
ferences in resources, technological equipment, and racial char- 
acteristics that arc obvious between the two nations, we might 
well note the effect of the various reforms to see if this or that 
successful one might be applied with proBt to some remediable 
defect in our own democracy. But the American reformer should 
be on his guard in evaluating the claims of progress. Though 
Mexico has produced some of the purest idealists that have ever 
devoted their lives to uplifting mankind, let him remember that 
Bertram Wolfe shrewdly defined Mexican socialism as “three 
parts genuine social reform, three parts bureaucratic corruption, 
and four parts demagogy” 

It is quite true that the submerged man of Mexico has often 
been offered a faulty compass with which to find his way to 
greater happiness, and sometimes it has gained him nothing more 
than a restless and corroding discontent. The rhythms of Mexico 
cannot be and should not be accelerated too swiftly. As one 
cannot turn back the clock of progress without causing a noisy 
rupture, so it is not good to urge the natural speed of one country 
to match that of another. Many a visitor has remarked that, de- 
spite the imperative demands of modern civilization, it is far 
more charming to watch McxLcans indulging in doles far niente 
than to watch Americans taut at an assembly line in an industrial 
plant. But one is conscious, too, that this evocative, habitual land, 
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so strangely imbued with positive assertions of the past, still has 
an eye fixed wortderingly on the future. 

If the United States, which professes to champion the rights 
of small nations, really wants to help Mexico, it must take the 
nation as it finds it with alt its difTcrences of temperament and 
tempo. Though since 1910 Mexico has been a battleground bc^ 
tween ideas and individual rivalries, where each move in the 
march of rime has left the land strewn with wreckage, the funda- 
mental heart of Mexico seems little aifected. The Indian con- 
tinues to use household articles dating from thousands of years. 
He is born and dies on the same f elate, woven of straw and reeds, 
as his ancestors did; the corn for his tortillas is ground in the 
same kind of metate and the food prepared and cooked in the 
same immemorial way. The form of the peasant dwelling remains 
unchanged. And the man himself is aware that life is something 
beyond all causes, effects, or truths. 

North is North and South is South, when North means the 
Anglo-Saxon United States and South means Spanish-Indian 
Mexico. Though the twain are not ocean-c/eft, but conjunctive, 
one has only to cross that arbitrary line called the Border to sense 
divergencies in the realm of spirit. Though men. of two different 
kinds arc ever separated, each in his own spiritual island, still one 
can strive to establish a mutual confidence, and confidence often 
leads to admiration. To have a steadfast neighbor is worth all the 
long patience and ceaseless vigilance necessary to bring about the 
consummation. 

HUDSON STRODE 

Cherolree Road 
Tuscaloosa, Alabama 
May ly, ig44 
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Prelude: Before Cones 


"That u/hieh was yesterday is not today', and 
let not shot u'hieh is today trust to live to- 
morrow." 


SEZAIItlALCOYOn. 


One December evening in 1941 after an afternoon at his place 
in Coyoacin, Diego Rivera brought me back to ray hotel in 
Mexico in his station wagon. We had begun to discuss the 
Mongol origin ol his Indian progenitors just before wc arrived. 
Standing there on the street below the curb in the space of illumi- 
nation from the doorway of the hotel, with a flapping tweed 
top<oa( held about his expansive middle girth and a vast broad- 
brimmed hat on his head, the artist seemed as huge and as Mexi- 
can as his own canvases. Then slowly he narrowed his great 
bulging eyes and drew in his thick lips and became Mongolian 
before my eyes. “Wc Mexicans are Chinese ” he said persuasively, 
in a voice hardly more than a whisper. “Of course wc arc 
Chinese," he repeated softly with the <|uintcs$cncc of assurance. 
And any passer-by at the moment might have said quite natu- 
rally, “Ix)ok at that big Chinaman in a Mexican hat.” The migra- 
tion from Asia by svay of Alaska bad always seemed to me the 
fight answer (0 the Western Indian's origin. Now Rivera’s inner 
conviction of his Mongoloid kinship which could so transform 
his aspect and his aura added peculiar evidence to my belief. 

There has been much contention among the anthropologists 
and historians as to whence came the “natives” of Mexico. Direct 
links with the ancient Egyptians have been claimed by some. 
Evidence has been advanced to prove migrations from the other 
side of the Atlantic over some subme^cd continent like the lost 
Atlantis. Some believe the Mesdean Indians came from Cambodia 
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along the chained islands of the equatorial Pacific. But the weight 
of what might go in the category of proof says they came along 
the Aleutian Islands and over Uie Bering Strait to Alaska arid 
thence south. 

By whatever route they came it is easy to believe that the In- 
dians of Mexico are cousins to the Mongols. Though the color 
of one is yellowish and the other a coppery brown, there is af- 
finity both in physiognomy and temperamcnL The biological 
structure of bone and skull of the Mexican Indian is more related 
to that of the Mongol than to any other race. And the Mexicans 
indubitably seem akin to the Chinese in spirit. Like the Chinese, 
they have “no modern servile and shallow worship of mecha- 
nistic and materialistic facts, accurately observed and well tabu- 
lated, seemingly sufficient unto themselves.” They have little sense 
of the accuracy of facts and figures. They too know the value 
of things, no matter how high or how low the purchase price 
may be. Sooner or later with both peoples mysticism supersedes 
any kind of knowledge. And like the Chinese they are at once 
inscrutable and as simple as earth. They have the Chinese quality 
of extraordinary endurance and absorption. Although the civi- 
lization and the official language of Mexico have been Spanish 
for four centuries, the nation today remains Indian in blood and 
soul, as Jose Vasconcclos has said. 

Yet however one may theorize, despite all the inspired and 
persistent dclvings and compilations of the anthropologists and 
archeologists, the ori^ of the Mexicans remains a mystery. A 
plcntitude of enigmas is left unsolved. The work of experts is 
entangled with contrary conjectures. Although several priceless 
codices^ of ffie i^tecs arc extant, most of the andent “manu- 
scripts arc irretrievably lost. The records in picture writing found 
at the great library of Tcxcoco were burned in the public square 
y the first Christian bishop, the over-zealous Father Zumarraga. 
Only twmty-threc manuscripts in Aztec escaped the flames. And 
m Yucatan the same sort of disaster befell all but a few of the 
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Mayan works by order of Father Landa. Though Aztec is still 
spoken in villages to the very edges of Mexico City, modern man 
has not yet learned to decipher the fragments in ancient Mayan. 

The Indian writers of the sixteenth and sevemeenth centuries, 
IxtUxocbitl, Duran, and Tcztxzcanoc^ are oftai as little in agree- 
ment as the Spaniards who played a part in the conquest, Cort&, 
Bcmal Diaz, and dc Tapia; or as those who sifted the records 
shortly afterwards, Sahagw, Motolinia, and, somewhat later, 
Davila, Mcndicta, and Torquentada. Notwithstanding the work 
of such scholarly and devoted contemporary archeologists as 
Vaillant, Spinden, Heweft, Morlcy, and Blom, with whole li- 
braries of books and monographs by other scientists in ten dif- 
ferent languages, the record before the fourteenth century is 
highly conjectural. 

No certain date in Aztec history goes back farther than 1335. 
Tie city of Mexico, on whose pavements Diego Rivera and I 
were standing when he turned into a Chinanaan, had been 
founded in that year. The founders spoke the Nahuatl or Aztec 
tongue and they came originally from the northwest in the direc- 
tion of Califorrna and Arizona. They had come into what b now 
Mexico sometime in the twelfth century and wandered about, 
fighting both losing and winning battles, until they finally ar- 
rived at the southwestern edges of Lake Tcxcoco. According to 
legend, here they beheld an eagle perched on a branch of prickly 
pear projecting from a rock. Secure in its talons the bird held a 
struggling serpent. The oracle with them took thb to be an 
auspicious sign for making a permanent settlement They called 
the place Tcnochtitlan — ^“cactus [prickly pear} on a stone.” 

The Aztecs had been preceded into the Valley of Andhuac by 
several other tribes that had risen and fallen. By far the most im- 
portant of these were the Toltecs, and they are the first mentioned 
in the aimals. In the sixth or seventh century these more advanced 
people had come from the north into ihb fertile highland valley. 
They were the great builders who erected the massive Pyramid 
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the symbol of earth, the serpent, and in the symbol of sky, the 
wings, \vas combined and unified the life force. The individual 
achievements in science claimed for Quetzalcoatl were symboli- 
cal; for the invention of a calendar and the discoveries of various 
principles of agriculture were the fruits of many men’s work over 
a stretch of years. 

After Quetzalcoatl’s disappearance, the Toltccs continued to 
flourish for three or four centuries. Then they arc supposed to 
have fought some unsuccessful defensive wars and to have been 
decimated by famine and plague. In his Historia Chichimeca, 
Ixtilxochitl, the Indian writer descended from the ruling house 
of Texcoco, attributes the downfall of the Toltccs to “rebellions, 
crop failures, and religious contentions.” Before the end of the 
twelfth century the Toltccs* day was done. As a people they were 
dispersed. But they left behind them embers of a culture the 
Aztecs were later to stir up and use to their own glory. 

After an interim of about a century tribes known as the 
Chichimccas moved into the Valley of Anihuac. They were a 
crude, prolific people from the north who circulated about the 
region for about a century, apparently preferring nomadic to 
sedentary custcnce. At last came seven tribes who spoke the 
Nahuatl tongue. They often fought among themselves, until 
those who had settled at Texcoco became recognized as supreme, 
losing their prime importance only for a brief period early in 
the fifteenth century, then regaining it and retaining their high 
position until 1472. 

The last of the seven tribes to arrive were those sometimes 
ailed today the Menco City Aztecs, They were the lowest in 
estate and the wTakest; but as the puniest petunia seedlings grow 
into the strongest plants when mature, so did these Aztecs. In 
the famous year of 1325 they set up their “frail tenements” of 
reeds and mud in piles on marshy islands in Lake Texcoco, where 
they got a haphazard living by fishing. A century passed during 
which the Aztecs were considered of smallest consequence. But 
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houses and progeny multiplied. And by 14^0 the Aztecs bad 
formed a mutual assistance league with the neighboring dtics 
of Tcxcoco and Tlacopdn. This alliance gradually brought them 
stretches of conquered tciritory and made them masters of other 
peoples. The taste of organized battle developed a martbl ap- 
petite. War had two special objectives: a ceremonial on^ to bring 
back victims for the sacrifices; and a practical one, to gather 
tribute. By one of those unaccountable turns of fortune, the Aztecs 
were blessed svith a scries of chiefs who were as shrew’d and able 
in civic organization as they were in military tactics. The rulers 
who brought their people with such extraordinary celerity to 
glory and masterdom sverc in succession: Itzcoatl, Montezuma I, 
AxayScatl, Taoc, Ahuitzotl, and the most famous of them all, 
the unfortunate hfontezuma II. 

The great dynasty of the Mexico City Aztecs belongs to one 
family. The founder was Acamapiehili, reputedly a Toltee whom 
the tribesmen chose for their chief in 1375. (For the first fifty 
years after their settlement in the Anahuac Valley, they were 
governed by a council.) Tlic Aztecs wisely adopted a process for 
the succession of their leaders which was something like an elec- 
tive monarchy, a policy which the ancient Scandinavians pursued. 
The chieftainship did not necessarily go in the line of primo- 
geniture; but from among the members of the leading family the 
succeeding ruler was selected, soroctirocs a brother, sometimes a 
nephew of the chief. Acamapichtli was followed in turn by three 
of his sons. The last and by far the inosi important was Itzcoatl, 
his son by a slave mother. Itzcoatl became the head of the tribe 
in 1427, and though there is amfttskm in the annals before this 
date, the records are comparatively clear afterwards. 

Itzcoatl built new temples, extended die town, and constructed 
causeways to the mainland. He ruled for thirteen crowded years 
and won many battles. Then in 1440 came Montezuma I. He 
was even more remarkable as a fighter, and he conquered towns 
in far-off territory in what arc now the states of Vera Cruz and 
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Guerrero. He built the great aqueduct to bring sweet water from 

the springs of Chapultcpec down to TenochtitlSn. 

In 1469, after a long reign of twenty-nine years, Montezuma I 
was succeeded by his grandson Axayacatl, who went conquesting 
as far south as the Tehuantepec Isamus. The famous Calendar 
Stone, twelve feet in diameter and weighing forty thousand 
pounds, was quarried and carved under Axayacatl. Three years 
after he acceded to the chieftainship his foremost Indian con- 
temporary and the greatest of all Indians, Nczahualcoyotl, ruler 
of Tcxcqco, died. From 1472 the supremacy of the Aztecs of 
Tenochtitlan was indisputable. 

Axayacatl’s rule of a decade ended in 1479 and he was suc- 
ceeded by his brother Tizoc. This chieftain’s brief reign b most 
significant for the reconstruction of the Temple of Huitziln* 
pochtli, which was completed under his brother Ahuitzod. For 
the first two years of his admiiustration the latter’s prime func- 
tion seems to have been in collecting prisoners of war for the 
gala dedication of the temple, which took place in 1487. At the 
ceremony, in the most awesome and horrible religious spectacle 
ever recorded in history, the palpitating hearts of twenty thousand 
victims were ripped out on the sacrificial stones. Of all the Aztec 
chiefs, this Ahuitzotl was perhaps the fiercest fighter. Though 
he had an insatiable appetite for warfare, he was also a great 
builder. The city spread enormously in his reign, which lasted 
until 1503-cxactly a century before the death of Elizabeth of 
England. 

Montezuma II, son of Axayacatl, succeeded his fierce and ener- 
getic uncle, He had been “king” for sixteen years when Hernan 
^rtes first set foot on Mexican soil. Strictly speaking, the Indians 
had no kmgs. The Aztecs used the term llatoani to signify chief 
lord or overlord. (The word cacique b a West Indian word for 
Aicf, brought into Mexico from Hispaniola by way of Cuba.) 
But because the early Spaniards spoke of Montezuma as “em- 
peror, he IS generally so entitled in history. He was really a 
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great chief railicr than a king, though hij person came to be con- 
sidered sacrosanct and Ids govemincnt was virtually an absolute 
monarchy. He was the overlord of an extensive hegemony, not 
an empire. 

Like the Romans the Aztecs went conqucstlng not only for 
sacrificial victims hut to despoil other tribes of their most valuable 
possessions to advance their own standards of living. As with the 
Romans, military prowess became the principal objective in Aztec 
civilization, rather than the flowering of architecture and art as 
pursued by the more Grccun Mayas. Though the Aztecs were 
the militant business men of the time, they «’erc able to absorb 
culture as well as possessions and domains. And just as the imita- 
tive Japanese formed their culture from that of the imaginative 
Chinese, so the Aztecs assumed the remnants of Tolcec civiliza- 
tion and took on attributes of superiority they found among any 
conquered peoples. Tlie Aztec energy and strength attracted many 
to thar vassalage svithouc even trial. 

During the earlier years of the triple alliance, the Texcocans 
across the lake were considerably more important than the Aztecs 
of Tcnoehtitldn. Their influence reached its zenith in the fifteenth 
century under that great ruler Nczahualcoyotl, who is more hon- 
ored in the chronicles than any Indian except Cuauhtemoc. Born 
in Texcoco about the year the poet Chaucer was dying in London 
(1400), he lived until 1472. His actual rule lasted some four 
decades, the early part of it as full of vicissitudes and turns of 
fortune as was Alfred’s of England. Making use of the best that 
lingered on from the Toltcc culture, this king created temples 
and great houses of stone, and gardens and steam baths, and he 
assiduously cultivated learning. In his own domain he was as 
famous as Salomon for his wisdom and for his sixty sons and 
fifty daughters by wives and concubines. He was such a wise law- 
maker that his code was adopted by neighboring principalities. 
(Eighty of his laws exist in manuscript.) He made death the 
penafty for stcafing prorfuce m the open iTcfrfs; but to avoid too 
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severe an infliction of the law, he ajmmanded that fields should 
be sown at the sides of the hi^ways vrith foodstuffs for the dis- 
tressed. To prcs’cnt bribery he ordacd that the judges should be 
maint^cd and clothed according to their rank at government 
expense. He abolished h uman sacrifices ; but later, “out of respect 
for the ancient religious system” and because of the clamoring of 
the populace, he was obliged to permit their re-establishment. 

Besides being an able administrator and a statesman, like the 
Hcbiw sage he was a poet of distinction. Through his verses run 
the recurrent theme of mutability, the impermanence of all 
worldly things. There is something of the fatalistic note of the 
Anglo-Saxon lyrists in his poetry. Dying just twenty years before 
Columbus discovered the New Wotld and half a century before 
Cortes destroyed Tcnochritlan, Nczahualcoyotl seemed to sense 
the breaking of the power of the Indian alliance and the dissolu- 
tion of his subjects. 

In many lyrics like the following he reminded his people to 
be philosophiat. 

And all the desires of this world. 

The nehes and the dictates arc but a loan. 

They arc the stuff of mahc-bclieTc, 

Shaded with rose^olor. 

This is so true 

That you must answer me a quesdon: 

^Vh3t has happened to Ghuapan? 

To Quantzinttcomtzin the brave? 

To Conahuatzin? 

\Vhai has become of these permos. 

Their voices? 

^Vhcrc have they all gone? 

Please the gods, maybe now 
TW >vlio t!td b, Ac iWjd of love 
\vTuch treasures friendship 
Wll see the hard edge of death, 

Because there is nothing certain 
And everything changes with the future. 
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After observing the clepamire of many warriors and chiefs, he 
wrote again and again on the transitory nature of personal entity. 

The things of yesterday are no more today; 

And the things of today shall cease, 

Perhaps on the morrow. 

The cemetery is full of the dust of bexlies 
Once quickened by living souls, 

^Vho occupied Hgh places, presided over assemhlles, 
hfarshaled armies, subdued provinces. 

Arrogated to themselves svorsb(|v 

Were pu^cd up with vain-glorious pomp and power . . , 

But these glories have passed away, 

lake the fearful smoke 

That issues from the throat of Popocatepetl, 

With no other memorial to their existence 

Than the nrcird on the stag skins of the chronic/er. 

Just before his death Neiahuakdyotl named his youngest son 
Nczahualpilli hts successor, bcause of his virtues and talents. 
This son proved a good administrator, although the glory of 
Texcoco began to dim after the death of his great father. After 
a reign of forty-four years he died just before the arrival of Cbrtcs 
and thus escaped the tragedy. 

By the decade of Columbus’ discovery the thrusting Aatecs 
had extended their domination to the Atlantic and the Pacific 
and as far south as the Tehuantepec Isthmus. From the subdued 
peoples of the hegemony they exacted a heavy tribute of food- 
stuffs, fruits, cereals, gold, silver, jadit^ turquoise, pearls, and 
jewel-colored bird feathers. And with enforced labor, they built 
tbemselvcs palaces svith foumained courts. They built a vast 
market place with colonnades and pavements of stone. They con- 
structed greater aqueducts and causeways as their population in- 
creased. TTiey continued to set up new temples to their various 
heathen gods. Religious ceremonial played an even larger part 
in the life of the ancient Mexicans than with their Catholic con- 
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qucrors. Pagan temples called teocallis — “houses of the gods”— 
dotted the landscape as prodigally as do the Christian churches 
today. They were built of earth and stone in the form of trun- 
cated pyramids and on the flat areas of the tops were the altars 
and the sacrificial stones. 

The Aztecs, like all the ancient inhabitants of Mexico — the 


Toltccs, Totonacs, Tarascans, Mayas, and the Zapotecs — were 
polytheistic. They deified natural elements: the sun, the moon, 
the wind, the rain. Their pyramids for worship were “pedestals 
on which to get into closer communication with the gods.” Man- 
kind and the numerous deities were interdependent. Without the 
godly beneficence mankind could not survive. But, on the other 
hand, the gods had to be fed by man, and their spiritual puissance 
was dependent on a diet of blood from human hearts. This mon- 
strous belief led to their shocking living sacrifices. The sacrificial 
stone at the top of their pyramids was the focal point of their 
complex culture. 


According to Sahagtin, within the civic center of Tenochtitlin 
(where the Zocalo now is, but far more extensive in area), the 
temple enclosure possessed twenty-five temple pyramids, five 
oratories, fasting houses, sacrificial and penitential stones, seven 
skull racks, ball courts, a well, three bathing places, a danc- 
ing court, nine houses for priests, a prison for the captive gods 
of conquered nations, and vast open spaces for the worshiping 
multitudes. On the summit of the great pyramid were temples to 
HuitzilopcKhtli and Tlaloc. Huitzilopochtli or Mcxtli, the god of 
war, was the chief deity of the Aztecs and dreadfully feared. The 
most popular god was Tlaloc, god of rain, who had authority also 
over clouds mounuin springs, and hail. Without hb pleasure no 
agricultural crops could grow’. 

On the whole, the Aztec gods were a harsh and hideous lot, 
OCT demanding iheir glut of blood, and reflecting the aggressive 
pint of the ^ople. Yet there were some sympathetic deities too, 
Ukc the goddess of the cradle. Sometime, the Aztecs conceived 
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poetic origins for their gods. One had descended from heaven by 
a ladder fashioned of spider webs. Another bad been immacu- 
lately conceived when a woman picked up a little ball of feathers 
and tucked it in her bosom. The females of the hierarchy were 
not 50 deadly as the males. The wife of the ferocious Huitzilo- 
pochtli was believed to lead the souls of warriors who died on 
the battlefield directly to the House of the Sun, where she trans- 
formed them into hummingbirds. 

From the beginning, the Aztec culture was a paradox in which 
complex social adjustments were interwoven with the barbaric 
practice of human sacrifices and the ritualistic feasting on human 
flesh- According to the present-day Mexican historian Jose 
Valadcs it was entering its decadence when Montezuma II 
ascended the throne at the beginning of the century. Within the 
briefest span, as history goes, the Aztec nation had reached the 
highest peak of culture in the hemisphere. Its incredibly sudden 
toppling was even more remarkable than its meteoric rise. 

By one of those extraordinary historical coincidences, HernSn 
Cortes and his band of adventurers arrived in Mexico shortly 
after oimnous portents had mystified the Aztec soothsayers and 
at the very time the seers had prophesied the return of Quetzal- 
coatl. Many Indians, sick of blood baths and dissensions, seized 
upon the report of palcfaccd men arriving from the cast as if it 
were the god Quetzalcoatl returned to redeem his people. But 
the redeemer the natives welcomed turned out to be their de- 
stroyer. This first great irony in the Indians’ traffic with white 
men was destined to have stalking behind it a whole battalion 
of other ironies. 
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*7 j/ood homing at it and thought never in the 
world would there he discovered other lands 
such as these" 

BERKAI. DtAZ 


Though he was born with a lucky caul, like both the conquer- 
ing Alexander and Caesar, and destined by his horoscope to 
vault to fame, Fate played capriciously with the youthful Hcrnin 
Cort& and almost cheated him out of his great adventure. Just 
before hb scheduled departure for the New World with Colum- 
bus’s successor, Don Nicol4s de Ovando, the scvcntecn-year-old 
Hernan went to pay a nocturnal visit to a sweetheart. As he 
ascended a high wall to her Upper window, by a ladder of 
plaited silk, the wall gave way, and Cortes plunged down two 
stories amid crumbling stone and mortar. If the young lover 
had broken hb neck Instead of some ribs, the chronicles of 
Mexico would have recorded a di£erent tal^ and the seed of 
Montezuma would have died out at a later date and under other 
circumstances. 

As it was, Hernan Cort& was too badly injured by the fall to 
make the planned journey, but two years later he again essayed 
the western voyage with Alonso Quintero. This time Fate smiled 
on the ardent youth and sent him a sign he took to be from 
heaven. When hb vessel was tcKscd by a violent tempest and 
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given up for lost by the mariners, out of the sky fluttered a white 
dove, which perched like a symbol of hope on the mast. Then, 
preceding the ship, as if harbinger and guide, it winged its way 
to the island of Hispaniola. Corta, ever as quick at snatching 
at signs as occasions, chose to look upon the dove as a favor 
from the Holy Ghost. So throughout his fabulous career he pre- 


sumed to link himself with the silent partnership of Deity and 
to make use of the overt aid of the Most Holy Catholic Church. 

This young man, who was to personify magnificently the 
age in which he lived, was bom in the province of Estremadura, 
in 1485. His native town of Medcllm lay thirty-odd miles to the 
north of Trujillo, the birthplace of Pizarro, conqueror of Peru, 
and sixty miles from the birthplace of Balboa, discoverer of the 
Pacific It might seem as if some strange tonic wind had blown 
across the brown-sedge moors of Estremaduta to fire with ambi* 
tion this famous trinity of contemporary sons of Spain. As infant 
and child Hcrnin Cortes was frail, $0 his wet nurse selected for 
his patron the strongest of the saints, Peter. This proved a good 
choice, for by adolescence Cort& had developed into a supple 
youth, well forrned, dcep<hcsted. TTiough quick to learn what 
he thought significant, he was negligent in study and spent his 
chief hours out-of-doors improving hb physique. When he had 
gcaned the best of what St. Peter could give him, he took the 
Virgm Mary as hb special protcaor and advbcr. Again and 
again in life it proved to be women who saved him in perUous 
situations, e stirred in them a passionate loyalty that tran- 
scend^ the masterful admbation he inspbed in men. 

In Hispaniola his letters of recommendation to hb kinsman, 

“ plantation and an allot- 
ment of Indun slaves, but the nineteen-year-oId*s contempt for 
t^ bounty IS prcser>-cd to posterity in his first recorded words 
spoken m die brave new world. “I came," he said, “to eold 

Yet. btdtng h„ ,™e, he did pteeue ttgeieultttte foe a^e of 
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years. He even made a success of growing sugar-cane and he 
introduced and bred Andalusian cattle. Ijter he went to Cuba 
with Diego Velasquez and grt some much-desired practice in 
warfare by fighting the Indians. And because of his courage and 
hb facile ability to make himself ingratiating, Cones was made 
private secretary to VeUsquez when the latter finally set up his 
office as governor of Cuba. 

It was difficult, however, for the vital, sharp-witted Cbrt« to 
keep his talents long in subservience to his mentally inferior 
superiors. An open break came when be refused to take in mar- 
riage a distant relative of the governor’s — the youngest of three 
sisters whom Velasquez had brought over from Spain as wards, 
and whom rumor said he had despoiled along with the other 
two. Dismissed in disfavor, Oart^ soon became the nucleus of 
many malcontents. Fearing his persuasive opposition, the gov- 
ernor threw him into prison. Only the pleas of the frail girl 
whom he had scorned as wife saved the neck of Cortfs from 
being broken by a rope. Thrice he wriggled out of manacles 
and escaped prison bars and thrice bis audacity led to his recap- 
ture. After his third escape he lived for months in the sanctuary 
of a church. During his long self-incarceration, friends brought 
him continual gossip as well as food. And then one momentous 
day an old man came with marvelous talcs of a land called 
Mexico. A piratical expedition under the command of Grijalva, 
the governor’s nephesv, had returned, bringing a small quantity 
of gold. The governor was seeking for a worthy commander to 
head an expedition to conquer the whole unexplored country. 

Fired with excitement, Cortes cried, “I must go to Mexico!” 
and straightway rushed out of sanctuary to coidwnt the gov- 
ernor who had sworn to hang him. On the hope of getting to 
Mexico, Cortes promised to marry the governor’s kinswoman, 
defiled or vir^n. Velasquez, inwardly applauding the three dar- 
ing escapes from prison and the consummate impudence of a 
condemned man rushing unaanounced into his apartment, fell, 
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laughing and crying in reconciliation, about the neck of Cortes. 
And that sultry afternoon Cort& took his siesta on the same 
couch as his recent mortal enemy. Shortly it was officially an- 
nounced that Hcrnan Cort£s had been appointed captain-general 
of an expedition to Mexico. 

On the tenth of February, 1519, with a fleet of eleven small 
ships, Corl« sailed from Cuba on his great adventure. The 
muster roll listed one hundred and ten mariners and five hun- 
dred and fifty-three soldiers, of whom thirty-two were cross- 
bowmen and thirteen arquebusiers. Besides the white men there 
were some two hundred Indians and a lexv Indian women 
rnenials. The navigation was under the direction of a skilled 
pilot who had sailed with Columbus on his last expedition and 
who bad been to Yucatin with Grijalva. It seemed in the first 
months that the mission was directed by divine providence, for 
even events that promised unhappily turned out to be of special 
beneficence. 


A tropical storm swept the fleet south of its intended course, 
and Cortes landed on the Isle of Cozumel. While ships were 
being repaired, a Spaniard who had been captured by the Indians 
«ght years before appeared and dropped to the ground with 
|oy on ^holdmg feUow Christians. Cortis raised him and cm- 
braced him with affection, scarcely considering what a treasure 
he had found. For this man, Jeronimo de Aguilar, was to prove 
jrorth iMny times his weight in gold as an interpreter. Cort& 
bought him from his caaque employer for a handful of trinkets 
kept him close by his side, plying him with questions as 
they sailed along the coast of the mainland. 

Utcr. licrc was a noisy battk 
WW ““T “ "“’'Tabasco, The Indians fought 

fore L b'’ a 'f “ They had never be- 

naLerir, ““ <i'™- 

”»r,sL *“ 'hem that these 

strangers were duectly alhed with the gods, because they held 
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the jnstnimcnts of thunder and death-dealing lightnings in their 
own hands. Bare-skinned men wth clubs and sticks affixed with 
stone blades could not do much against soldiers in armor. When 
the battle was done, eight hundred Indians lay dead on their 
own soil. With his sword Cort& cut three notches in a tree 
trunk and formally took possession of the land in the name 
of the Spanish king. 

After their crushing defeat, the Indians became so submissive 
that they accepted immediate Christian conversion, svhatevcr 
they may have understood it to mean. As a further conciliatory 
gesture, they brought offerings of cotton, foodstuffs, some rude 
golden ornaments, and twenty Indian slave girls. In this grab- 
bag assortment was a grand prize— the key that was to unlock 
the treasure home of Mexico. She was a damsel called Malinchc. 
She knesv the Azicc tongue as svell as the Mayan, for she had 
been born along the southeastern border of the so-called empire 
of Mexico. Her father, svho died svhen she was a small child, 
had been a rich and posverful clitef. Her widowed mother re- 
married, and in order that Maltnchc's inheritance might come 
to the son of the second marriage, she had sold the girl to 
traders who had resold her to the Tabascan cacique. When pre- 
sented to the Spaniards, she was a virgin of fifteen, uncommonly 
pretty and of extraordinary natural intelligence. But Co^t^^ 
with his mind on sterner matten at die moment, passed her on 
to one of his lieutenants for a concubine. 

In a brief time, however, he learned that her value was beyond 
rubies in her understanding of both Aztec and Mayan. When 
Mexicans spoke in Aztec, she would translate to Aguilar in 
Mayan, and he would interpret to Cort^ in Castilian. 

It was through this girl, who was baptized Marina, that 
Cort6s was able to converse with the next Indians he met. When 
the fleet anchored off the shore of what is now Vera Cruz in 
the evening of Holy Thursday, friendly natives in pirogues 
put off from the mainland and brought fruit and flowers to the 
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flagship. Through the double interpretation of Marina and 
Aguilar, Cortes learned that these shores and these people owed 
allegiance to a great monarch named Montezuma — far beyond 
the mountains — and they themselves were directly subject to a 
governor called Tcuhtlilc. Cort& gave them trifling presents and 
requested a meeting with their chief. 

Delighted with the friendly manners of these natives and the 
information that there was much gold in Mexico, the com- 
mander decided to disembark when dasvn came. The day was 
Good Friday, which fell in that year of 1519 on April twenty- 
first. The place of first encampment was near the spot where 
the city of Vera Cruz now sprawls. In a plague of gnats and 
mosquitoes the soldiers began cutting down small trees and 
bushes to rear temporary protection from the elements. Amiable 
natives flocked to see the strangers who had arrived by the great 
water-houses” They brought tropical fruits, corn cakes, wild 
turkeys, and armfuls of flowers. 


On Easter morning, the cadque Teuhtlile arrived with a train 
of attendants. Cort& received him like a prince and Tcuhtlilc 
listened politely to a celebration of the Mass. Then through the 
mterpreters, diplomatic conversaUons ensued. The presents Cort& 
had brought for the emperor were set forth, among them an 
ornately carved and richly painted armchair. To impress the 
strangers with the affluence of the Aztecs, Tcuhtlilc had brought 
a quanuty of fine cotton fabrics, mantles wrought of bird 
feathers, and a basket of mgenious ornaments of gold. Noting 
2 of one of the soldiers gleaming brazenly in the sun, 
the chief expressed a desire to send it to Montezuma for examl- 

Quetzalcoatl 

wore wh n he departed for the east. In his most charming man- 
the helmet and ingratiatingly suggested 
that It might be returned filled with gold dust, so That hfcould 

Spain. S^an 

•ards, he explained to Tcuhtlili^n whom the wit was l<St- 
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“are troubled with a disease of the heart for which gold is a 
specific remedy.” 

This confession rather surprised the chief, for to the Indians 
gold was the dung of the gods. To the Spaniards it was to prove 
not heart’s case but veritably precious banc that grows in 
hell.” 

When Cort& saw some Indians painting on cloth details of 
Spanish costume and arms and learned that it was a report in 
picture-writing to be sent to Montezuma, he decided to make 
a spectacular showing. He ordered horsemen to race on the hard 
beach, to make their charges rear and plunge, and to brandish 
their weapons ostentatiously. The cannon were charged with an 
extra loading of powder to create more noise and flame when 
fired. When the cannon balls shot above the heads of the crowd 
and tore out the tops of trees, the Indians were as wonderstruck 
as terrified. All these phenomena the amazed picture-writers got 
onto their rolls of cloth and sent by runners to Montezuma. 
When the reports and paintings were received by the emperor, 
he was filled with dismay and foreboding. The newcomers, he 
felt, were omens of disaster. He refused to see them. He only 
wanted their absence from bis country, and asked them to leave 
at once. To speed the dq>arting guests he sent them fabulous 
gifts in gold and silver, including a great golden wheel like 
the sun and an enormous silver disk, large as a cartwheel, repre- 
senting the moon. No gesture could have been more perfectly 
calculated to magnetize the Spaniards to Mexico. When the gifts 
were unwrapped and spread before him, Cort«’s resolution was 
fixed. He would meet the reluctant and sacrosanct monarch 
face to Hce. He would capture him and subdue bis empire. He 
sent word graciously requesting an audience. 

Con& bad not come to Mexico hungering for gold only. 
Wealth without renown would never have brought satisfaction 
to his ambitious heart. He wanted fame and prestige. He was a 
man, too, who was uplifted by die wonder and mystery of the 
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new and the strange. A sense of danger and odds against him 
fired him with enthusiasm. A challenge to his \nts or his fight- 
ing arm stirred his blood more than gifts of golden platters. And 
he was not to be contented merely with renown in this earthly 
world. He played, too, for heavenly recognition and honor, and 
he never failed to make opportunities to propitiate his Catholic 
God. Sometimes it seems that he looked into Ac future when his 


immortal self would be relating to the Majesty of Heaven, before 
an admiring throng of prominent saints, Ac details of deeds in 
Mexico he had done for Ac glory of God. He ever went about 
his business bolstered by faith in his own high destiny. In hours 
of transient doubt, however, he consulted his astrologer and 
had his horoscope cast and Ac propitious days predicted. 

But, possessing an acute sense of timing, Cortes generally 
knew when to act and when to wait. Like a stage star to whom 
Aat sense of timing— knowing when to speak fast or slow, 
how long to pause— is a chief requisite for success, he had a 
dramatic instinct which stood him in good stead in crises. He 
also had Ac kiuck of seasoning his spccA wiA salty jests and 
homespun wit. Judging by its effect, his smile was one of Ae 
most potential weapons in his armory of talents. It could sA to 
loyalty as could an alarum bell to war. Countless times it com- 
pletely duarmed his adversaries. 


Along wtith his boundless imagination to conjure up great 
enterprises, Cortes possessed such a practical sense of reality 
that men trusted his judgment as weU as his vision. His richly 
gifted nature was blessed wiA a superb sense of balance. A 
sensual man. whom women of every class found fascinating, he 
mdulged m amours wld. but he eouid abstain with cUiled 
riot* cottsidera- 

"f ‘ “““S- Ho had the facility of ettpres- 
wtth as much ardor as logtc. Thi. dmam-ittspired man of action 


\ 
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proved himself as skillful in admiaistrative statesmanship and 
economics as in warfare. Rarely have so much acumen and 
charm of personality been commingled with so stout a courage. 

While Cortes awaited royal penmssion from Montezuma to 
visit him in person, the adventurers encamped on the blistering 
sand dunes began to chafe from inaction. Some came down with 
tropical fever. In others, tortured by the sweltering beat and the 
insects, mutinous thoughts began to incubate. Continually radiat- 
ing cheer, Cortes made two moves calculated to relieve the bore- 
dom and to strengthen his own power. He decided to establish 
a town and thereby change the status of the encampment from 
a military to a civil community. By doing so, he renounced alle- 
giance to Governor Velasquez and put his forces directly under 
the protection of the king. Everything was done accordmg to 
rule and notarized. Cort^ was elected captain-general. The posi- 
tion gave him supreme power, as well as one-fifth of all the 
treasure acquired. A town site to be used as a base for operations 
tvas selected near the shore. The name of the projected town 
was to be La Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz, “The Rich Town of 
the Holy Cross.” Material and religious promise were thus wedded 
in the name, as symbolic of the motives of the expedition. A ship 
was dispatched to Spain to report to the king what had been 
done. 

Just as this business was being settled, some visitors from a 
people called Totonacs arrived. They wore blue stone rings in 
their cars and noses, and a golden leaf attached to their lower 
lips. They came with invitation from their chief to visit him 
at lus capital of Cempaolla. Cortes was not uiumpressed by the 
glint of gold in the lip ornaments, but he was deeply excited to 
learn that the Totonacs loathed the Aztec yoke. He thrilled to 
hear that there were as much division, barred, and jealousy 
among the barbarous infidels as among the Christian nations of 
Europe. Immediately he divined that out of a thirsting for re- 
venge against Montezuma’s cyrarmy he might create a net of 
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confederacy that could catch them all, foe and friend alike. 
First he would unite the weak against the strong, act as their 
champion, and lead Indian against Indian. 

With high heart, he set ofT nonhwest to Ccmpaolla, to win 
his first ally. The troops revived in leaving the burning coastal 
sands to traverse a shadowy jungle masked with beauty. The 
forest was draped with orchids and luminous blue morning 
glories. Heavy-scented honeysuckle rioted with wild roses in the 
thickets. Tropical birds outdid the luxuriant vegetation with the 
brilliance of their plumage and the virtuosity of their song, “h 
is as wonderful as paradise,” toughened soldiers said to each 
other. 


As they approached the city itself, a curious populace came 
out to welcome them with bouquets and wreaths. They hung 
garlands about the horses* necks and a wreath on Cort&’s hel- 
met. The Spaniards were surprised at this passion for flowers 
in the savage heart. (After centuries it is still a trail in the In- 
dians that neither oppression nor civilizing time has diminished.) 
Cort6 and his men remarked that the houses had palm-thatched 
roofs above walls of stone or sUkco, and made note of native 
architectural principles for the town they were to set up in the 
forthcoming weeks. 

The fat cacique received the white men with cordiality, and 
began to iclate lus tribulations under the vassalage to Monte- 
zuma. Enemy states on the fringes longed for the downfall of 
their powerful Aztec neighbor, he told Cortes. Too long their 
youths and maidens had been snatched from them for living 
sacrifices to insatiable Aztec gods. They lived in continual fear of 
raid and rape. The oppressed tribes svelcomcd a strange ally as 
® gift, legitimate or illcgtrimate, from heaven. The cacique’s 
story was sweeter music to the cars of Cort& than a garden of 
nightingales. 

In the nudst of the conferences, Montezuma’s tax collectors ' 
arrived with their train. Holding roses to their refined nostrils, 
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they gave cold and jupcrdltous looks to the white men, and 
arrogantly demanded twenty youths for Jiuman sacrifice as part 
of tlieir tribute, because of MomezomaV displeasure with the 
Totonacs for entertatning the strangers. (In his capital on the 
high plateau beyond the mountains, the monarch knew every- 
thing through fleet messengers who furnisltcd him with nesvs 
from every corner of his domain. These political ninncri svere 
even swifter than those who ran daily W'ith fresh seafood from 
the ocean for the ropi tables.) 

The perturbed Totonac chief w*ould have given up the twenty 
for the sacrifice, but Cortfa peremptorily ordered him to seize 
the proud tax collectors and bind them. Astounded at such dar- 
ing against the majesty of ^^on^c^utna, the chief obeyed W’ith 
fear and trembling. Cortis set his own guard over the tax col- 
lectors, but in the night he arranged their escape, and sent them 
back to thrir lord svith protestations of friendship. By this clever 
duplicity, Cort^ began that arthil dissembling in which he was 
super-adept when occasion demanded. Now with the imminent 
wrath of Montezuma threatening direst revenge, the Totonacs’ 
only recourse was to make active alliance with the Spaniards. 
Indian had become the accomplice of Uie white man against his 
brother Indian. In this bond the doom of the dark.skinned race 
was sealed. 

Having dared so far, the Spaniards dared farther. As they 
witnessed human sacrifices in which the beating heart was torn 
from the split breast of the victim, the hard-boiled soldiers were 
so revolted tliat fifty of tJiem rushed up the temple steps at 
Cempaolia and stopped the ceremony. Tliey toppled over the 
hideous stone idols and roiled them to the ground. The people 
looked on in dumb horror when they saw that their gods could 
not protect themselves from profanation. Yet when Cortis set the 
image of the Virgin on the bloodstained altar, they brought arm- 
fuls of flowers until the l.ady was almost submerged in blos- 
soms. Mass was ce/ebrated', and the savages were considered con- 
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verted. But as the wise and good priest, Father Olmedo, re* 
marked wistfully to Cort&, “Of what use is it to overturn the 
altar, if the idol remains enthroned in the heart?” 

After preparations for the allied march to Tenochtitldn were 
discussed, the Spaniards began the hasty construction of the town 
to be known as Vera Cruz. The Totonacs helped enthusiastically 
in the construction. Many of the Spanish soldiers lost their rest- 
lessness in the activities, but there were some who had little 
faith in this grandiose conception of a handful conquering a 
million in an unknovm terrain beyond the mountain rim. These 
wavering ones conspired to steal part of the fleet and return to 
Cuba. 


When Cortis learned of the conspiracy, he determined to 
bum his bridges behind him. Under pretext that five of the 
ships were unscaworthy and a liability, he had the movable gear 
Md fixtures, the instruments and the iron brought on shore. 
Then the ships were scuttled. The soldiers took the action in 
good fatth. But when Cortes proceeded to have four of the re- 
maining five ships condemned and destroyed, there rose a threat- 
ening fury of protest. 

Cones tamed his companions by his honeyed eioquence, and 
offered to let the faint-heatted among them renounce the glori- 
ons adventure just ahead and return Uke cravens to Cuba To re- 
port that *cy had deserted their commander in his hour of 
greatest need. He fired them with admiration for his audacity 
^ courage ^ one said, what he had done tvas worthy of a 
h„o of mytholosy. Intoxicated by dreir ieader’s invineibie opti- 
mum. It' mm began to shout “To Mexieol” and forgot the 
dangers and hardships they were to face ^ 

tio?rbt.f"r?'* 4= to* band of war- 

nots b^ “ ‘■"r If their troop they had 

poners. Marma went aiong hkc a lady of great estate, because 
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sIjc had now become die capiain-gcncnl's beloved bedfellow as 
well as his invaluable interpreter. 

Had Cort& not convincetl himseU that he !iad heaven’s bless- 
ing on his enterprise, hU march against Mexico would have 
seemed the great impudence of all tima. With four hundred 
Spaniards, fifteen horses, and artillery pieces that could be 
counted on the eight fingers of two lunds, he started up a wall 
of mountain to conquer an empire vaster than Spain. 



2. Garden o£ Gardens 

"When I beheld the scenes that were around 
me, I thought within myself that this was the 
garden of the world:’ 

The troop went by way of the Tlascalan country, for the Tlas- 
calans were a people who had stubbornly maintained their in- 
dependence from Montezuma. But the Tlascalans were not 
inclined to be friendly. They looked upon the white intruders 
with as much suspicion as Montezuma did, though without his 
foreboding and superstition. Their territory was defended by 
a nine-foot stone wail between mountain and mountain. Behind 
it they lay in wait for the strangers. The gate Cortes’s men 
approached was left unguarded purposely, as a trap. The Tlas- 
calans hoped to take the white men alive as a rare sacrihcial 
treat for their gods. After the weary soldiers were all inside 
the boundaries the Tlascalans set upon them with howls of 
zest They fought sportively and dicn furiously, for the Span- 
iards with their firearms and hones proved a hundredfold more 
formidable than any other foe the brave Tlascalans had ever 
faced. Battles were lost and then renewed. The carnage was 
frightful. Finally, after several fierce days of combat, the Tlas- 
calans realized they were thoroughly whipped. They took coun- 
sel, and decided that with their combined strengths the white 
men and they might rout the mighty Montezuma. Anticipating 
both the sport and the profit, they offered to be confederates 
with Cort^ 

While resting in the capual of Tlascala from the vicissimdes 
of the march and the fighting the Spaniards received emissaries 
from Montezuma. The monarch knew everything that had oc- 
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airml. When he had learned that ihc white men were coming 
by way of Tlaicala he had rejoiced, for he felt sure tliat way 
meant death to the strangers. But now that they had defeated a 
people Montezuma himself Jjad not been able to subjugate, he 
u'as deeply troubled. He began to believe these strange men from 
the east might really be descendants of Quetzalcoatl. Five of 
hts nc^Ics brought to Con& three thousand ounces of gold ore 
and other presents, along with congratulations on his success. 
But they urged him to proceed no farther, because Montezuma’s 
subjects were unruly and might do great harm to tlie white 
men. When Cortes proved adamant in his determination to lx- 
hold Tenochtidan, Montezuma ofFered annual tribute to the 
king of Spain and large bribes to Con 6 s and his captains, if they 
would stay away from his capital. 

Many of the most loyal among Cortes’s men, as well as the 
grousing malcontents, were all for accepting the tribute and re* 
turning to die coast. Even the stoutest heart among them could 
not foresee how they could reach Tenoclititlin. But Cortes, so 
ill with fever now ihar he could scarcely ilc straight on his 
horse, went about spreading cheer and courage, cser holding 
out the golden promise just ahead. He refused to listen to any 
suggestions of halting in his purpose. He sent word to Monte- 
zuma he was coming. 

Now changing his tactics, Montezuma pretended to be will- 
ing to receive him, but told him to come by way of Cholula, 
where preparations had been ordered for his entertainment. But 
the emperor begged Coith not to enter into an alliance svith 
the untrustworthy TJascalans. The latter warned Cort<b not to 
trust in Montezuma’s fair words or his gifts. They urged him 
not to go by way of Cholula. They said the people of that place, 
though not valorous, were exceedingly tricky. The Spaniards 
learned that a large armed force of Aztecs was unaccountably 
encamped not far from Cholula. But Cortes, not wanting to 
reveal the slightest apprehension, declared he would go by 
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Cholula. The town lay twenty miles south of Tlascala, and the 

city of Mexico was some seventy miles to the northwest. 

Cortes selected six thousand from the volunteer Tlascalan war- 
riors to accompany him on his march to Mexico. Beyond the 
rugged Tlascalan country, where the people were inured to scanty 
living, Cortes’s band came upon irrigated plantations of maize, 
aloe, chili, and maguey. They encamped in the woods for the 
night. The next morning, leaving the new allies outside, Cortes 
and his Christian army entered the city between silent rows of 
wondering citizens, who threw flowers in their path. The soldiers 
\vere so amazed by the reception that they lost count of the three 
or four hundred towers gleaming in the sunlight. 

But they learned that Cholula, the great commercial center 
of the Puebla plateau, was the city sacred to Quetzalcoatl. Here 
the legendary god had lived for twenty years, giving sweetness 
and light to the citizens. Besides the refinements of civilization, 
he had taught them that sacrifices should be of fruits and flowers 
and not of human flesh, even of their worst enemies. The colossal 
truncated pyramid erected in his honor was the focal point for 
pilgrims who came to worship at his temple. 

The Christians were c^uartcred in the courts and buildings of 
one of the greater temples. At first the atmosphere was all cordi- 
ality. Then, with the arrival and conference of messengers from 
Montezuma, it perceptibly cooled. Cortes’s suspicions were 
around by both a furtivcncss in action and a niggardliness in 
provisions. Hb Cempaollan porters reported preparations for 
treachery and ambush. Mariru discovered the conspiracy from 
the wife of a cacique whom Montezuma had bribed, among 
others. The woman had uken a fancy to Marina and sought to 
spare her from the planned massacre of the Christians as they 
passrf out of the city, Marina, having learned the art of dis- 
sembling from her lord, feigned secret hatred for the Spaniards, 
got the details of the whole pl«, and rela)-cd evcrjthing to Cortes. 
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The two thousand Cholulan porters who were to escort the 
Spaniards to the Aztec capital were to be secretly anned and to 
set upon the Spaniards just outside the city. The twenty thousand 
Aztecs encamped nearby were to rush in on the kill. Cort& made 
a quick and bloody dedsioo. He would trap tlie intended Cho- 
liilan murderers. 

On the morning set for departure, Cort& drew up his forces 
around the walls of the court and set his guns at the entrances 
50 that no one from the city could get into the enclosure. When 
the caciques and the troop of two thousand porters arrived and 
were all within the gates, Cortes accused the Cholulans of the 
most hideous perfidy. Amazed at such prescience, the Cholulans 
confessed and laid the bbme on Montezuma. But Coita dc' 
dared such double-dealing should be punished as a warning to 
other tribes. At a signal shot from an arquebus the massacre of 
the bare-breasted Indians began. By musket, pike, and sword 
they were mangled and fom, until there was no life left in any 
of them. The townspeople crying to g« into the temple to rescue 
their fellows were met by slaughtering blasts from the cannon 
and then thrown into confusion by the charging cavalry. The 
Tlascalan allies, their brows bound with sedge grass for identifi- 
cation, rushed to attack the Cholulans from the rear. 

Soon the wooden structures of the town were afire, and the 
flames added to the havoc of battle. At last, in response to pleas 
of Montezuma’s ministers. Cones called a halt to the carnage. 
He contented the vengeful Tlascalans with the spoils of richer 
clothing and provisions than they had ever known. The crushed 
Cholulans, submissive now, returned to their homes and began 
to clean up the city under Corto’s dirortion. When order and a 
semblance of the wonted way of civil life were restored, Cones 
took up the mardi to Mexico. 

The way lay spectacularly between two volcanoes crowned 
with a perpetual glory of snow — Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihuatl. 
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The conquerors wound their way along the gorges in a terrain 
wildly picturesque but painful to traverse. Then they climbed 
laboriously into the rarefied atmosphere that made their hearts 
pound menacingly and their heads turn giddy with lightness. 
At last, panting with exertion, they reached a crest and stood 
dumb before the spell-binding panorama. 

Shimmering in the light of afternoon lay the enchanting valley 
of Anahuac — ^white cities, brown hamlets, and five great silvery 
lakes surrounded by natural opulence and tilled fertility. Beyond 
the towers and temples rose the mass of Chapultcpcc with its 
groves of gigantic cypress trees, hazy against a backdrop of blue 
porphyry hills and a luminous, azure sky. 

Enraptured by the beauty, the warriors gazed as if they had 
been transported to the boundaries of some mythical realm. But 
as the first spcU of enchantment subsided and dusk began to nib 
out the vbion, the men drew together with a new fear. They 
distrusted the evidences of a superior civilization. They began 
to muner that they would not proceed into the alluring maw 
of the Aztec nation. They urged return to the security of TIascala, 
where they might gather fresh Indian allies or await reinforce- 
ment of European troops. 

Corta, who had nipped mutinies in the bud before with his 
dauntless faith, now employed the witchery of his eloquence to 
stir the imagination of hb mcn.Thb City of Macc-Rccds that lay 
before them was an El Dorado other men reached only in their 
most extravagant dreams. They would all dare togedier to share 
in the glory. Hb enthusiasm rallied the faltering like the strains 
of martial music. 

While Cortes was sleepless because he ached so to possess the 
riches of the valley, Montezuma was sulking iri the splendor of 
his palace like Achilles in hb tent. He had come to tnist none 
of hb courtiers and to take no joy in anything except music, 
which hb faithful, aged music master arranged for his dciceta- 
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tion. In Ills presentiment of doom, Montezuma called on all his 
dabblers in the occult arts, but from them he received no real 
cheer. The ghost of a god returned to tell him that all the other 
gods had abandoned him and that his glorious city would shortly 
be an ash heap. Calling his nobles into assembly, the emperor 
urged them to confront bravely the destruction that seemed des- 
tined. Then he commanded that the warriors’ lances, shields, 
and arrows be made bright and ready. 

Making their easier way now through beauty and abundance, 
the Spaniards stopped from time to time to receive delegations 
from towns and sctilements, who brought them propitiating gifts. 
All the Indians had learned of the Spanish appetite for gold. As 
Cort& accepted the gifts tvitb his most nspomivc smil^ he lis- 
tened sympathetically to complaints of Montezuma’s tyranny. 

At length the Spinisb adventurers reached the town of Iztapa- 
lap^ on the edge of the salt lagoon. It was the last large town 
before hfontezutna’s capital. Here they were ceremoniously re- 
ceived fay Cuitlahuac, the emperor's brother, who presented gol- 
den and feathered gifts, and slave girls for their diversion. They 
W’cre boused royally in a palace with a roof of scented cedar 
and inner walls hung with fcatbcr-work tapestry. They wandered 
in gardens under centuries-old cypress trees festooned with wild 
orchids, where silver pheasants and gilded butterflies flashed 
through the dappling sunlight. Again the Spaniards marveled 
at the Indians’ love of flowers. They admired the aviaries and the 
vast fish basins. But their thoughts were on the morrow. Tenoch- 
titlan was only a few miles away. Its towers and pyramids glim- 
mered in the setting sun and were reflected in the lake’s blue 
mirror. 

On the morning of November eighth Cortes and his soldiers 
awoke to greet an adventure such as few mortals ever experience. 
They were the first Europeans to inarch into the fabulous Aztec 
capital. They were less than four hundred in number. As they 
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left the North Gate of Iztapalapdn the little band of white men 
seemed so small to face the throngs of dark ones that Cort« sent 
lieutenants back to sec if any stragglers had remained behind. 

The approach to the south entry of Tcnochtitldn was a tw^ 
mile stone dam. Over this causeway the Spaniards made then 
way between walls of gaping spectators who had never before 
looked on white faces. The shallow lake waters along the 
were matted, as thick as water hyacinths, with canoes loaded 
with the curious. 

From the suburb of Coyoacin antwher stone dam to Tenoefa* 
titl^ joined the dam from Iztapabpan and became a single 
causeway with cuts spanned by wooden bridges- The Spaiuards 
did not fail to remark and applaud the geometry and engineering 
of the construction. 

The preternatural excitement of the Spaniards’ march through 
this maze of half -dream, half-reality did not entirely numb them 
to the perils of retreat. “Now we arc in the mousetrap,” mur- 
mured one of the horsemen to hb companion, as they left the 
first wooden bridge behind them. But at the fortress of Xoloc 
the Spaniards were halted and treated with a welcome such as 
Caesar never saw. In a smoky atmosphere of incense that misted 
the golden morning, to the piping of flutes and the hypnotic 
pounding of drums, Mexican nobles, waving fans and little flags, 
came to announce the approach of the emperor himself. Four 
thousand of them passed, their bodies naked except for their 
blood-red or goose-white loin cloths and their mantles of bird- 
feather embroidery. 

The armored Cortes rode out ahead of hb chief officers to 
greet Montezuma. But the Cbitstian possessed nothing remark- 
able with which to compete vrith the pagan splendor of the 
Indians except hb sleek black horse. The emperor had never 
before seen a horse. Yet though he marveled inwardly, his face 
remained as impassive as a rapper mask. 
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In litters of flower-embossed gedd, canopied with feathers and 
sprinkled with jewels, Montezuma and two kinsmen kings were 
borne by nobles of the highest caste, who walked barefoot. When 
the emperor descended from his chair a cotton carpet was rolled 
out before his privileged feet. He advanced with his elbows rest- 
ing in the palms of a nephew and a brother, the kings of Tcxcoco 
and Iztapalap4n. The populace knelt and touched the paving 
stones with their beads. Cort& leaped from his horse and came 
forward. Shrewdly he began to measure his adversary, by his 
features, his attitude, his fantastic costume of bcjewclcd cotton 
cloth and feathers. Smiling with dignity the while, he carefully 
noted details. The emperor’s mantle and sandals were embroid- 
ered in pearls and emeralds. On his head he wore a diadem of 
green plumes that floated down hb back. He was paler than 
the other Indians and taller. Though slender, he was well knit. 
The expression of his regular-featured face was grave, and Cort& 
was surprised to note a certain benignity. 

Making a profound bow, the Spanish commander stepped for- 
ward to embrace the monarch in the European manner. Swift 
as a released bow-string, two Aztec lords thrust themselves before 
their master to prevent contact Cortes bit his lip at the rebuff; he 
did not know that to touch the divine personage was an offense 
calling for death. Then the lords moved aside, and the two great 
leaders smiled at each other politely, their eyes searching for the 
key to each other’s nature. 

Montezuma, seeing that the stian^ was offended, hastened 
to make amends. Summoning one of hb retinue, he took some 
orchids and presented the blossoms to Cortes. With as much 
cavalier cfclat as if he had been offering a string of matched pearls, 
the Spanish leader presented the emperor with a necklace of 
sparkling glass beads. In return for the imitation jewelry, the 
emperor hung about him two heavy chains of pure gold skillfully 
fashioned as a linked procession of sea crabs. 
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It was an exchange symbolical of the majority of trades to 
ensue between Spaniards and Indians for centuries. Out of the 
mines of Mexico were to be extracted the precious metals to en- 
rich Spain. On the return trips, the treasure vessels brought 
cargoes of tinsel and shoddy for the natives. 


3- Entertaining the White God's Children 

"You should not let into your house a man 
who may push you out of it." 

cumAjiUAc, ctaQL*£ or izTAFAiArXs 

After the withdrawal of Montezuma, Cortes and hts force were 
escorted down the broad central avenue lined by the houses of 
the upper classes. Tlicy were built of rctldish stone topped by 
parapets and Hat roofs on which gardens bloomed. Crossing more 
wooden suspension bridges over anafs, the Spaniards came upon 
3 pyramidal pile that covered two acres and rose lo almost a 
hundred feet. It was the temple of Huitzllopochtll, the Artec 
war god, prime in the pagan Olympus. When word parsed along 
the ranks that tsventy thousand human victims had been saeri* 
Heed at its dediation, involuntary shudders ran through the 
soldiers. They were to reside in the very shadow of the blood- 
stained temple. On its western side stood the vast range of onc- 
storied buildings which had been the palace of Any5catl, father 
of the emperor. It was commodious enough to house the white 
men and all their TIascalan allies. 

The guest house Montezuma had presented the strangers was 
stout as a fortress. Corf& saw that the walls and towers were 
solid enough lo svithstand a siege. Within, the furnishings were 
Spartan. The beds were mats of straw on piled palm leaves. 
Besides some wooden stools and dyed cotton hangings, there was 
little else in the way of comfort or elegance. Before he took food 
Cortes set up his guns strategically and admonished his sentinels 
to be unusually vigilant. 

That afternoon Montezuma paid a formal visit. He asked nu- 
merous questions, gave gold ornamencs to (he captains, and pre- 
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scnted a cotton costume for eadi of the guests. At dusk, to make 
the Spanish presence more impressive, Cortes ordered a discharge 
of all the artillery at once. The citizenry were as awed as if the 
gods had thundered at them in their native tongue. 

The next morning the captain-general returned the state visit 
of the emperor. He was received in an atmosphere dense with 
incense, but except for the wall tapestries of ingenious feather 
work, there was litde to justify comparison with Oriental mag- 
nificence. Cortes explained his mission as one of bringing knowl- 
edge of the true faith. He sought Montezuma’s conversion- Mon- 
tezuma listened with respect to Marina’s abridged interpretation, 
as Cortfa expounded the theology of the Incarnation and the 
Atonement, But, protested Montezuma, his gods had been so 
good to him that he had no desire to renounce them. He ad- 
mitted, however, his full belief in the story of Queizalcoatl. The 
Spaniards might be descendants of the White God. Perhaps they 
had as much right to the land he ruled as he did. Montezuma 
had so convinced himself of the fulfillment of the prophecy that 
he even declared: “I know your sovereign across the water is the 
rightful lord of this empire. I merely rule in his name. You will 
share with me in everything.” Then he distributed more golden 
chains among those who had accompanied Cort& on this rrutu- 
linal visit. The soldiers were much impressed not only with the 
munificence but with “the gentle breeding and courtesy of the 
Indian monarch.” 

Cortis was shros'd enough to take the implied capitulation of 
Montezuma as part superstition, part courtesy, and part guile. 
^ ct he intended, as far as he was able, to direct the afTairs of the 
land as a power behind the throne. And in this face-to-face inter- 
view, Cortes felt convinced that he would conquer the melan- 
choly monarch. Thou^ he beheld this Indbn arrayed like Solo- 
mon in his glory against a background of the most invincible 
fighters in the New World, he divined that the man lacked that 
prime quality Solomon had devoutly prayed for— -svisdom. 
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Cbrtit v»n Ijccjmc alwor|)cd in learning the pcrronal hirtory 
of Utr Inzarxe figure he wat 10 outwit. Ami tliroug!» Marina he 
piecci! togctlicr the portrait. Mmlexunu war a complex diaracirf 
of cliangcahic icmpcrament. Ar a youth he haiJ appeared un> 
commonly modcii. He pouesKtl a kind of lubtle, almmt femi- 
nine charm tliat went hand-in-hami with awcjotjic elaring and 
ferodty in luttlc. Yet until he neat choten ruler he diKlaiftci .1 all 
ouward honors and res^rd*. At the time of hi* election he wa* 
serving a* high priest in the temple of tlie war gmi. Tin* com- 
bination of militaristic prowest and ritualistic dcsotion svas ad- 
mired alns-e es-er)ihing else by the Awco. Like the Emperor of 
Japan, their ruler l>ecamc more and more an oliject of religious 
adoration. 

After he was cnUironcd, Montezuma itraightway set ofl to 
fubslue a rebellious province, and he returned with a vast string 
of eaptises to grace Im coronation with their sacrifictal blood. 
In his first years lie prosed tm astuteness in organisation and 
administration. He furthcml public works on a large scale, re- 
formed iJie law court*, founded hospitals. 

hut shortly he began to dispby not only a coniuming deiirc 
for poss-cf, but a passion for pomp. He ivjs most careful of htr 
toiler, bathing several time* a <Iay, and never putting on the same 
garment twice. He chose hit daily fare from a banquet of fifty 
dishes. For the luxuries of the court, the people were bunlcncd 
with staggering taxes. Besides developing a colossal arrogance, 
Montezuma cultivated a seemingly insatiable lust. By “divine 
right" he had the choice of all high-born maidens in the land, 
and he made his selections from among them when they readied 
proper age. During the first half of his reign, he was rumored 
to have as many as a hundred and fifty girls big with his off- 
spring at one time. Perhaps it was due to an early sexual surfeit 
that he became neurotic and the vicum of fits of melancholy. 
With everything his heart could desire in the orbit of his world, 
he had grown satiated and bored. His courtiers and advisers 
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came to treat him as a brain-ack child who had to be constantly 
diverted. Yet they continued to pay him as much ceremonious 
respect as if he had been divine. 

Cortes, in analyzing his adversary, comprehended that it was 
not cowardice that motivated Montezuma, but a compelling sense 
of fatality. He knew well enough that Montezuma, with his over- 
whelming numbers, could annihilate the whole Spanish force, 
or, merely by shutting off provisions, starve them to death. But 
he felt sure that neither would happen. Ke believed in his own 
lucky star, and his sanguinity was prepared to overleap any ob- 
stacles. He determined to play the role of Quctzalcoatl’s descend- 
ant for all it was worth. This Aztec superstition was to prove a 
metaphysical aid as potent as firearms and horses. 

With Marina as his voice, Cort& asked innumerable questions 
when he and his captains were taken on an inspection tour of 
the city. The Spaniards were mightily impressed with the state 
of civilization which the so<alled savages had achieved. It seemed 
all the more remarkable to them because the Indians had no 
iron, no steel, no lead, and no beasts of burden for hauling. 

The main part of the capital was laid out with that innate sense 
of design and form for which the Indians are noted. The main 
streets w’crc wide and well cared for. Flares lighted them by 
night. A sanitation squad cleaned the streets thoroughly. There 
were public toilets and public baths. The Spaniards were more 
impressed by the great market than by anything else they saw. 
It was three times as large as the famous one at Salamanca. Here 
commercial representatives from all the Aztec provinces brought 
their svarcs. like the bazaars of the Arabs, there were various 
quarters and alcmes assigned to different types of merchandise. 
The Spaniards remarked gold jewelry intricately designed, fine 
woven cotton splendidly dyed, hat^ets, medicinal herbs, razors 
and mirrors of obsidian, skins of wild animals, silver receptacles, 
pottery vases, quilted armor, fresh lake fish, exotic fruits from 
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the hot coastal swamps as well as local {ruits, mantles and cover- 
lets of bird-feather embroider}', an infinite variety of green vege- 
tables, dressed turkeys, frothed chocolate sold by the cupful, stone 
and timber for building, freshly cooked corn cakes, a profusion 
of flowers for pure decoration as well as sale, chained wild beasts, 
chained slaves. 

Most of the exchange was done by barter, but little cotton 
sacks of cacao and goose quills filled with gold dust were used 
as currency. Every fifth day was marker day. In the clean and 
orderly precincts of the market as many as forty thousand citizens 
came together at a time. But these warlike people were a peace- 
able lot in their own city. The police on guard had little to do, 
and a small tribunal set up at one end of the market immediately 
settled disputes and dealt summarily with misdemeanants. Cort^ 
noted the significance of the social aspects of the market, where 
men and women who neither bought nor sold haunted the square 
to satisfy instincts of gregariousness. 

On the whole, the people were well governed. Private property 
was recognized and protected. At the same time, other land was 
held communally, with certain sections allotted to families for 
working, and all sharing in the fruits and benefits. Taxes were 
paid not in coin but in produce. The government had its ware- 
houses stored with foodstuffs and other commodities, both as 
precaution against bad seasons and for commerce with other na- 
tions. The old and the indigent were provided with charity hos- 
pitals. As much was done for the health and general welfare of 
the citizens of Tcnochtitlin as in any European city at the begin- 
ning of the sixteenth century. In the court there was as much 
attention given to protocol and ceremonious language as in the 
European courts at the same period- 

As Cortes went about during his first week, he noted well 
the discipline of the subjects, the general submissivcr*'ss to an 
absolute authority. This pattern of unquestioned obedience to 
superiors he would rum to A/s owo good use. In the meantime^ 
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despite the outward show of friendship from Montezuma, he 
knew the Spaniards’ position was in no way secure. The royal 
favor might sour at any time. The arrival of messengers from 
Cholula announcing that there had been trouble between some 
Aztecs and the Spaniards near Vera Cruz and that nine Spaniards 
had been killed gave him the occasion he wanted. After pacing 
the floor all one night in coming to a decision, he boldly resolved 
to use the news as a pretext for kidnapping Montezuma. 

Accompanied by a heavily armed bodyguard, Cort& paid an- 
other visit to the monarch. For some time he indulged in an 
affable conversation until sufficient groups of his warriors by 
fours or fives had dropped into the palace halls as though out 
of curiosity. Then he confronted his host with accusations of 
treachery, clainung that he had been responsible for the death 
of the Spaniards. Montezuma professed innocence. To prove his 
good faith, then, Cortes insisted that he must come with him to 
the Spaniards’ headquarters to remain as their guest until the 
guilty Aztecs were brought to the capital and the investigation 
concluded. 

Montezuma went pale with astonishment at such a monstrous 
proposal. With all his magnetic persuasion, Cort« tried to con- 
vince him that he would not be a prisoner in any sense, but that 
he would be merely changing his scat of residence. Montezuma 
protested that his subjects would never endure the degradation. 

After two hours of argument, one of the cavaliers, realizing 
they were all lost now if the attempt failed, vehemently urged 
sci^g the royal person immediately, without more ceremony. 
Marina pled vpith Montezuma to come quietly, to prevent any 
damage to his person, and assured him of the most honorable 
treatment. Believing that destiny had renounced him, Monte- 
zuma wavered and at last gave in. His nobles were dumbfounded 
when he ordered the royal litter. As a muttering mob gathered 
along the way, Montezuma assured his people that of his own 
free will he was going to pay a visit of some days to the white 
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men. But as he was borne through the portals of the Spaniards’ 
quarters, he felt his doom was sealed. Cort& had sprung his great 
trap. 

Montezuma was treated by the Spaniards with ceremonious 
respect. He was allowed to choose his apartments and to furnish 
them with pieces from his own palace. His favorite wives and 
pages and nobles were installed to serve him. He gave audiences 
and conducted affairs of state in the usual manner. Cortes and 
hb captains uncovered before him every morning and asked his 
orders. They sought to divert him with Spanbh music and 
stories. They learned to play Aztec ball with him. When espe- 
cially distinguished vbitors came to interview the monarch, they 
redoubled their efforts to make the situation seem like one grand 
house party. But noting the heavily armed guard of thirty at the 
front door and thirty at the rear, the populace was aware that 
thrir lord was a prisoner. Yet they could not act without risking 
the life of the sacred hostage. 

At length the Aztecs who bad been rcspoiuible for the death 
of the Spaniards near Cholula were brought to trial. The leading 
cacique did not deny his guilt, but when he and the sixteen with 
him were condemned by Cortes to be burnt alive, as an example, 
he accused Montezuma of instigating the trouble. So, for his 
share in the guilt, Cortes ordered shackles put on Montezuma's 
ankles until the public execution in the courtyard was concluded- 
The monarch’s horrified wives fell on their knees and put their 
soft scarves between the iron hands and the royal flesh. 

When the men were burnt to ashes, Cortes with hb own hands 
unloosed the fetters, embraced the monarch, and declared he 
loved Tiim like a brother and was ever in hb service. But Monte- 
zuma was so stunned by the ignominy of fetters that he never 
regained his pride. Though he was no longer to be deceived by 
the Spaniards' sweet talk, from then on be was in such despair 
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of spirit that he little cared how the white chief governed in his 
name. 

Under Cortes’s order vassal kings were sent for. Those from a 
far distance, who had heard only snatches of the momentous hap- 
penings, were astounded to behold the plight of their omnipotent 
ruler. They were even more stupefied when he asked them to 
stvear allegiance to “the great king beyond the water and to 
render the tribute they were accustomed to bring him to the 
king’s representative, Cortes. Even the most doughty of the 
Spanish warriors was moved by the spectacle of the weeping 
Montezuma and his subject kings taking an oath of allegiance 
to an unknown sovereign to whom they attributed supernatura 
power. 

Thus, without striking a blow in the capital, the audacious 
Cortfe had formally gained Mexico for the crown of Spain. Soon 
from all parts of the realm of Montezuma the tribute began to 
arrive—gold and silver, foodstuffs, bales of woven cloth. The 
treasure room where the wealth of Montezuma’s father was 
hoarded was now unsealed and the Spaniards told to help them- 
selves. A dream beyond their most fantastic imaginings had 
come true. “It seemed to me,” wrote Bernal Diaz as he beheld 
the stock of gold and silver in bars and ore, the jewels, the orna- 
ments, the fabrics, “as if all the riches of the world were in that 
room.” 

But though Cortu could report by letter to Spain that Mexico 
had become a vassal state, he and his men knew that the affair 
was far from settled. Excqit for their possession of the trump 
ace in the person of the monarch, every other factor manifested 
their danger. If the Aztecs were willing to sacrifice Montezuma, 
the Spaniards could be trapped at the drawbridges in an at- 
tempted escape. To prevent this catastrophe, Cortes decided to 
build brigantines so that his men could escape across Lake 
Texcoco if necessary. Montezuma, intrigued at the prospect of 
beholding a winged water-house, accommodatingly furnished 
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porters to transport ship gear, sail^ and tackle from the coast to 
the capital, and he provided timber and workmen for the con- 
struction under the Spanish shipwright. When two boats large 
enough to accommodate the Spaniards had been furnished and 
armed with little cannon, the invaders breathed easier and Monte- 
zuma’s spirits revived when he was taken for a pleasure ride 
seated under a canopy bearing aloft the flag of Castile. 

In the meantime, while Montezuma was being beguiled of his 
despair, certain chiefs formed a confederacy to march upon the 
capital, rescue their monarch and drive the invaders from the 
land. Through Montezuma’s own spies and through plots, Cortes 
got possession of roost of the confederate chiefs, including the 
leader Cacama, the proud young king of Tcxcoeo and the em- 
peror’s nephew. When these most formidable enemies were 
chained under his roof, Cort& sent one hundred and flfty of his 
small band under Velisquez de Leon to form a colony and a 
fortified post about one hundred and eighty miles south of Vera 
Cruz. Others he sent searching for gold mines. 

Everything seemed to be succeeding for Cortis except the 
avowed purpose of the expedition, conversion of the natives to 
the Catholic faith. Neither Montezuma nor any of his people 
seemed impressed by the new religion. But at last Cortes boldly 
asked Montezuma’s permission to turn the temple of Huitzilo- 
pochtli into a Christian shrine. Horrified at the awful prospect 
of vengeance from his gods, Montezuma refused. Cort« then 
said his men would be satisfied to have one section of the temple. 

If this were denied, he threatened, the temple would be razed 
and the idols destroyed. With a groan, Montezuma could only 
consent. 

When the shrine had been scrubbed and scoured of its dried 
blood, the band of Christian scJdicrs, singing lustily, marched 
up the one hundred and twenty stqis behind their priest. While 
hideous idols glared viciously at them. Mass was celebrated. 
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Below, the dark-skinned populace muttered menacingly at this 

new profanation. 

The atmosphere chilled perceptibly. After a series of gra'*'® 
conferences with priests and nobles from the city, Montezuma 
summoned Cortes. Their gods had told the priests, he said, that 
the white men must leave the city at once or be offered as living 
sacrifices upon the altars they had profaned. Montezuma svished 
them to go in peace. He reminded Cort6s that at a lift of his 
finger the Aztecs would rise in a body and tear them to pieces. 

Really perturbed now, Corto temporized. Calmly and ingrati- 
atingly he said he would regret to leave in such haste since there 
were no vessels at the coast in which to make the return trip tc 
Cuba. He added curmmgly that if he went immediately he would 
be obliged to take the royal personage with him as hostage to 
insure safe conduct 

In his dilemma Montezuma promised that the Spaniards might 
remain until the vessels were built He sent a large force of 
Indian workmen along with the Spanish shipwrights to Vera 
Cruz to begin the construction. Cortfe dispatched private word 
ur^g all the delay possible. 

It was May now, and the Spaniards had been in the capital 
for six months. As unrest among the Aztecs became more threat- 
ening the Spaniards slept in thrir armor and performed every 
function of their daily routine witlun reach of their weapons. 

On top of his apprehensions and worries close at hand, disturb- 
ing news reached Cortis from his commander at Vera Cruz. 
Panfilo Narvaez had arrived on April twenty-third with a fleet 
of eighteen vessels, nine hundred men, and eighty horses. The 
expedition was excellently equipped with guns and war gear. 
Narvdez had been sent by the irate Governor Veldsquez of Cuba 
to glean the spoils of Cort&’s conquest and to bring the rebel 
back to justice. Cortes was in a quandary. Here was an obstacle 
that would be hard to overleap. With the whole Aztec nation 
now muttering at bis baric, be bad to face a white enemy more 



Entertaining the White God't Children 49 
than tw'icc his strength in men and equipment. At first he pbyed 
his usual skillful game of temporizatjon an^ condliaiion. He 
rccttveil Nan'acz’s emissaries with warm afiability, showed them 
the treasure presented by Montezuma and the tributary chiefs. 
He bestowed rich gifts upon them. Tljcy were as charmed by 
his manner as Jits munifieenre. Tlie conceited Narvaez was not 
gifted with the art of winning friends. For ail his courage, he 
was botli arrogant and niggardly. Cott& promised that Narvdez’s 
men would share with bis soldiers if they would throw in their 
lot with him. 

In the meantime, he had sent his good priest Father Olmcdo 
to talk sviih Narviez, who was encamped at Cempaolla. The 
priest enthralled groups svich fascinating talcs that bespoke the 
sure prottme and the rich bounty of Con&— how he was adored 
by his followers, how approacltablc and heart*warming he was. 
Like Cort&, Olmedo possessed a honeyed tongue, and by clever 
insinuations he achieved the disaftcctiMs of a group of Warv£ez*s 
followers. But one of the Ueutenanu boasted that he himself 
would cut off Cortfs’s tsvo ears and cat them broiled for break- 
fast. As Narvfez began to make plans for the attack on the 
Spaniards in Tcnochtitlin, he proebimed to the Indians that 
he was coming to deliver hfontezuma from the criminal rebels. 

In the extremity of the ctisb, Cortes made one of his masterly, 
quick decisions. He could not let Narviez come to the capital. 
He had to intercept him with celerity before he gained allies. 
He chose Pedro dc Alvaradc^ his most valiant and favored cap- 
tain, to command the capital in his absence. To hold the fort 
against the most powerful nation north of Panama, he left one 
hundred and forty white men and some Tlascalan allies. Then 
he set off with seventy Spanish soldiere to meet the nine hundred 
of Narvaez. His men traveled light, in armor of quilted cotton, 
not steel. They had only five horses among them, and no artil- 
lery whatsoever. 

It was mid-May, and the Valley of Anfhuac had never looked 
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more desirable than when Corta and his intrepid band made a 
forced march across it and up the azalea-dotted western slopes 
of the mountains. In a few days they had reached the river three 
miles from Cempaolla and here they were joined by the men 
Cortes had sent under Velasquez dc Leon to found a settlement 
in the south. Sandoval, too, with his few men from Vera Cruz 
was waiting to meet bim. 

In his contemptuous complacency Narvaez had not measured 
hb man — he was planning to take Cortes in his own good time. 
Vigilance and discipline had been relaxed in the Narvaez camp. 
It was a night of terrific thurtderstorm, and again Cortes felt as 
if heaven had bestowed a special benison on him. In a cloudburst 
his soldiers forded the river, and only three were swept away. 
The crashes of thunder and the downpour of water drowned out 
the sounds of the troop movements. It was after midnight, when, 
dragging through the deep mud, they came to the edges of the 
town. One of the weary rain-soaked guards they captured with- 
out a struggle; the other escaped to tell the news. 

The men at headquarters thought the excited guard was hav- 
ing hallucinations — ^rtes was surely far away in Tenochtiilin. 
Besides, no one could cross the river in such a storm. If he was 
on the way they would battle with him in the morning. They 
plied the guard with liquor and went back to bed. 

As the troops of Cortes moved noiselessly under the pouring 
rain, the town was shrouded in the silence of sleep. A single light 
burned in the quarters of Narvicz in one of the towers of the 
temple. Get Narviezl” was Cortes’s brief command to Sandoval. 

As they approached the temple enclosure where the enemy 
was encamped someone gave the alarm. A trumpet blared. The 
roused soldiers sprang to their posts, the artillery opened fire. 
But Cortes s men hugged the walls, and the cannon balls w'cnt 
down the middle of the street. Tlicy beat dosvn the cannoneers 
and took possession of the guns. Sandoval and his detachment 
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stormed up the temple slept to get the commander. Narvicz 
fought violently, bm a coppef*potnted lance tore through his 
left eye. “Holy Marj*,” he cried out in agony, “1 am slain!” 

The men of Cortfa began to shout “Victory!'* at the top of 
their lungs, though they did not abate their fighting. The rain 
stepped suddenly, and out of the darkness came thousands of 
those gigantic tropical fireflies called coenyos ss-jih their brilliant, 
intermittent flames. Narviez's men look them to lae approaching 
soldiers with matclilocks. As Conh trained the enemy’s own 
artillery against them, he called on them to capirulatc, promising 
complete amnesty and bounty. After one round of firing, they 
surrendered. TJfe enemy arms were stacked and the nine hun- 
dred men filed pst Cortes to take oath of allegiance to him as 
captain-general. 

When morning ame, the fortes of Narv5« were amazed to 
diseos'cr the slimness of the s-iaorious army. Conh himself 
hardly kness* hon* victory had been achie>‘ed svith such celerity 
against such odds, f fe gave the credit to his protector, the Mother 
of Christ. The men of Narviez seemed little depressed to change 
masters. Some could not conceal their pleasure when Cortes 
turned bb warming smile upn them. Narvaez and the boastful 
ebap who was going to broil the captain-general’s ears were 
brought before him in chains. Cortfs had balm applied to their 
physical wounds and sent them under guard to Vera Cruz. He 
also sent two hundred men to dismantle Narviez's ships and 
bring the sails and movable gear on shore. 

Hcrnin Cortes was again master of Mexicc^ and he had gained 
a reinforcement of white mcsi almost double Ids own force and 
an equipment vastly superior to that he had brought with him. 
Now the complete conquest of Mexico should be easy, he said. 
Through Heaven’s blessing, life was at its sweetest. 

In the midst of the celebration of his great triumph, disturbing 
news came from Alvarado. The Aztecs had risen against the 
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Spaniards. They had burned the brigantines and were besieging 
the Spanish barracks. Cort& was urged to come quickly or all 
would be lost. He had no choice. Before his fatigued soldier* 
had had time to recover their wind, he commanded a sccon 
march on Mejdco. 



4- T}ic Sad Night 

"DouBt not that the Almighty (fill shield you, 
for yoicr cause is just, and you are fighting 
under the Banner of the Cross" 

SttXSAS COiTis 

Cortfe sensed the chilling hostility as he recrosjed the Valley of 
Andhuac. The citizens of the hamlets turned away, closed their 
doon. No hospitality was offered. Under compulsion, provisions 
were set forth grudgingly. When the troops arrived in Tcnochti- 
tl4n no armed force bar^ the Spaniards’ svay, but the city was 
ominously silent. The streets were empty, the market deserted. 
The atmosphere was so foreboding that Narriez’s men had 
strange attacks of the creeps. 

In the Spanish headquarters Cort& learned the cause of the 
change The impetuous captain left in charge had played the 
consummate fool and all but ruined everything the captain- 
general had achieved. 

Alvarado had given permission to the Indians to hold a ritual- 
istic celebration in the temple enclosure. They had pledged them- 
selves to go unarmed and to indulge in no human sacrifices. 
Several hundred young men of noble families gathered for the 
ceremony clad in loin cloths and bcjewelcd feather mantles and 
bearing wreaths of flowers. Alvarado’s full-armed men stood 
about Uic walls and at the entrances. When the religious dancing 
was reaching a climax, the Spaniards unsheathed their swords, 
rushed upon the unsuspecting Indians, and began hacking them 
to pieces. They killed every breathing man and then like ghouls 
grappled among the slain in the welter of blood and broken 
blossoms to salvage the jeweled ornaments. It was the most in- 
53 



54 Timeless Mexico 

defensible act in the conquest of the New World. Alvarado tried 
to excuse the massacre by saying he feared another Cholula and 
that if he disposed of the young nobles the rest of the Aztecs 
would not dare rise against the Spaniards. His psychology could 
not have been more stupid. Cortes knew that no insinuating 
eloquence could ever ho^wink the Aztecs again. For the first 
time in his life he became so angry he completely lost control 
of himself. “You have acted like a madman,” he shouted at 
Alvarado. “You are no longer fit to be a captain.” 

The Spaniards were in a desperate plight for food. For a fort- 
night before Cortes’s return, the Indians, in retaliation for the 
massacre, had blockaded their enemies from supplies. Cortes 
accused Montezuma of planning to starve them to death. Monte- 
zuma said he was powerless, hb people had renounced him. 
The only man who could possibly influence the populace and 
obtain food was his brother, CuitlShuac, whom Cort& held as 
another royal hostage. 

Cuitlahuac was released with instructions to open the market 
The market was not opened and the prince did not return. He 
became the people’s champion, inciting them to rise and finish 
off the white impostors. On the housetops warriors gathered with 
stones and weapons. Again and again they stormed the palace. 
Twice they set fire to the wooden parts of the structure. They 
were killed by the hundreds, but two sprang up for every one 
that fell. 

At last Corta made a sonic in an effort to rout them and put 
everlasting terror in them. The Aztecs fought in the streets with 
a ferocity that amazed even the captain-general. Because of their 
earlier submission, ordered by Montezuma, he had miscalculated 
their in^ained temper. Though he fired blocks of houses, where 
many civilian inmates were burned to death, hb terrorizing did 
not intimidate the Indbns. 

Soon the Spaniards were face to face with actual starvation. 
They were more than willing now to depart in peace with their 
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lives and (heir booty, if the Aztecs would let them go. But the 
brigantines had been burned, and the canals and lakes swarmed 
with armed warriors in canoes. Escape by the causeways would 
be perilous, for if the svooden drawl»idgcs were withdrawn the 
Spaniards could be trapped and captured alive for the human 
sacrifices. 

In hb desperation, Corta turned one last time to Montezuma. 
Rut the dbconsolate monarch was no longer to be beguiled by 
smooth words. In his disgrace he wished only to die. Yet to rid 
hb capital of the perfidious white men he consented to ask hb 
people to let them go. To give a semblance of former majesty 
to his presence, he resumed again his imperial robes and trap- 
pings. As Montezuma appeared on the terrace of the central 
turret, an awed hush fell over the battlc-ycIHng aosvd. Out of 
habit they bowed before hb sacrosana figure. Then the emperor 
began to speak of die strangers as his guests. "Let the white men 
depart in peace," he urged; "return your weapons to the armory." 
Tile people raised their heads and as one voice roared out against 
him. They reviled him with epithets of "coward,” “weakling,” 
“woman.” One of hb own nephews hurled the first stone. Mis- 
siles began to fly from every direction. A stone struck Monte- 
zuma’s forehead and he fcH unconscious to the floor. At the 
sacrilege the mob dispersed in panic But within an hour they 
had gathered together again to plan sure death for the Spaniards. 

Montezuma lay in physical and mental anguish on hb bed. 
He refused to be treated for his wound- He tore the dressing 
away. He would not take nourishment. He begged to be allowed 
to die. 

Cortes racked his brain to devise a way out He knew the 
Aztecs had long since stopped believing that the Spaniards might 
be descendants of Quetzalcoatl. But in hb desperation he tried 
to play on the Indian superstition by storming the war god’s 
shrine atop the pyramids. Hb soldiers captured nvo of the priests, 
killed scores of defending Indians, left the shrine in flames. The 



56 Timeless Mexico 

Aztecs became only the more furious and determined. In a parley 
Coit& made threats as well as promises. His enemies laughed 
scornfully. “Your men are dying of hunger and disease,’ they 
cried. “TIjc bridges arc destroyed. There is no escape. You shall 
be sacrificed alive to the vengeance of our gods.” 

All the food was gone now except scanty corncakes. The men 
were faint with hunger. The rents and breaches in the fortifica- 
tions were gaping wider. Little ammunition was left. The con- 
fused and disappointed men of Narvaez began wildly to talk 
mutiny. Fear gripped the entire company. Under severe punish- 
ment from the darts and slings ol the enemy, the Spaniards tried 
by night to fill with timber and debris the gaps in the canals 
which the drawbridges had spanned. The Indians tore them out 
by day. 

There were agonizing decisions for Cortes to make. To attempt 
to escape in any direction bespoke disaster. Should he abandon 
the treasure completely or try to salvage the cream of it? Again 
he temporized. 

It was the death of Montezuma that accelerated the decision- 
The wound in the emperor’s head proved fatal on June thirtieth. 
Cort« and all the captains and all the soldiers who had known 
him wept for him. “Nor is it to be wondered at,” said Bernal 
Diaz, “considering how good he was." His death was a major 
misfortune to the Spaniards; they had lost their royal hostage- 
Now they had to make as quick a getaway as possible; the last 
decision was whether the escape was to be attempted by day of 
night. 

Cortes now sought the advice of BotcUo, “a soldier of respecta- 
ble demeanor,” who was gifted in astrology. Botcllo consulted 
the stars and his charts and drerecd, "At night, this very night.” 
If they delayed another day not one would be left alive. But the 
signs were mixed, malevolent and benevolent. Great trouble and 
sorrow in any case. As Botcllo read his own personal horoscope 
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he foresaw his own imminent death. “I myself shall not survive 
the night,” he said. His prediaion proved correct 

Cones hastily went about arranging the treasure, while car- 
penters finished making a portable drawbridge. The king’s fifth, 
mostly in gold and silver bars, was loaded on horses and put 
under jtrong guard to go through first. When the vast deal of 
undivided treasure Jay heaped upon the floor, Cozth called his 
common soldiers and told them to help themselves. But he cau- 
tioned them, “The fastest traveler in the night is the one who 
travels lightest.” His own men took only what would not weight 
them down. Narv 5 ez’s men overloaded themselves. 

■ When the soldiers were ready to inarch, a midnight Mass was 
celebrated by Father Olmcdo. Then, in the darkness of the early 
morning of July first, in a drizzle of rain, the Spaniards, with 
their thousands of starving Tlascalan allies, emerged stealthily 
from the gate. Porten groaned under the heavy weight of the 
portable drawbridge, which Cort6 intended to fit into each of 
the gaps in the causeway as they came to them. The streets were 
so silent, the Spaniards breathed prayers of thanksgiving for 
their deliverance. But the wily Aztea were not napping. When 
a third of the procession had passed over the drawbridge set into 
the first gap and Cortis himself was on it, a wailing tempest of 
battle erics rose from the waters. Soon the canals became masses 
of slithering war canoes. Drums of stretched snakeskin began to 
sound alarums with barbaric pounding, as arrows and hurding 
stones began to rain on the fugitives. The portable bridge was 
so tightly wedged by the weight of the passing cannon and cav- 
alry that the stoutest soldiers and porters could not dislodge it 
though they ruptured themselves in their frantic bursts of energy. 
Now the whole army was cau^t on the island beyond the first 
gap. nicir retreat was blocked by the oncoming hordes of 
aroused warriors on foot. To the right and left of them the canals 
were choked with boatloads of spear-throwers and archers. 

The Spaniards were caught in the “mousetrap.” Disorder broke 
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the ranks. It was every man for himself. Those behind pushed 
those in front. At the second gap all the men except those wlio 
made it on the backs of horses were forced to swim. Soldiers 
played mortal leapfrog with one another. As Spaniards and Indl 
ans fell wounded their comrades in arms used them as for s 
and crossed on their struggling bodies. From their boats the 
Aztecs would grab the fugitives by the ankles and drag thern 
into the water and crack their skulls with war clubs. Some Indi- 
ans struggled to haul the Christians alive into their canoes to 
save them for the sacrifices. Amid the savage whoops of venge- 
ance and the screams of agony that rent the air rose the softer 
pleas to the Holy Mother for pity’s sake. 

Along with the cannon and wagons that dropped into the sec- 
ond causeway went most of the treasure, the bales and coffers, 
the gold and the silver. The mass, loosely cemented by the dead 
and the helpless wounded, formed an unstable but passable bridge 
for men behind. At the third breach the horses were encouraged 
back and forth like ferries and many who could not swim clung 
to the manes and tails. 

Cort&’s mag^c voice of command was drowned out in the 
demented noise of battle. Yet he dashed back and forth on horse- 


back assisting the hard pressed, rescuing, encouraging. His favo- 
rite page was struck down dead by his side. With his own eyes 
he saw the prophesied end of Botcllo, his astrologer. Marina was 
saved. But all the other concubines except one were lost, and she 
slashed her own way through a mass of Indians with a broad- 
sword she had retrieved from a dying soldier. Half of Narvaez’s 
men were lost and most of the Tlascalan allies. The golden loot 
in his doublet dragged many an adventurer to muddy death. And 
the cream of the treasure of Montezuma’s empire sank in the 
black bottomless ooze — never to be recovered. 

The fighting continued until dawn broke. The first glimmer 
of morning light was reflected like myriads of fireflies in the 
blades of obsidian glass topping the Indian spears. The canals 
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were still choked with canoes. But the Spaniards who were des- 
tined to escape the trap had already reached the mainland to the 
northeast. Alvarado, who had fought like a demon to make up 
for his criminal stupidity in the temple massacre, was the last to 
go over. He had remained on the last island as long as there was 
any living person to be saved. Now, as the Aztecs in their boats 
dosed in upon him by u'afer and others came at his back, his 
friends svatching from the mainland thought his end had come. 
But the agile Alvarado plunged his long lance deep into the 
brink of the causeway and vaulted through the air. To the amaze- 
ment of friend and foe he landed clear on the other brink. The 
distance of the leap has never been accurately ascertained, but 
Bernal Diaz reports that it was impossible for a mortal man to 
make, and he refuses to believe the god-like feat. The site of the 
fabulous leap has been preserved in Mexico City, though filled in 
now as have been the canals. 

Slowly the torn and battered remnant of the army moved on 
away from the lost city. The Aztecs did not pursue them beyond 
the iwo-mllc limit of the causeway, for they had stopped to 
celebrate their triumph, to gather up the discarded Spanish 
Weapons, to rescue oddments of spilled treasure. 

At a safer distance beyond the suburb of Tacuba, the Spaniards 
halted to recover their breath and nurse their wounds. Cortes sat 
down and leaned back against the vast trunk of a cypress tree. 
He put his hand over hb eyes and frankly wept, ft was the fint 
time hb men had ever seen him weep. This night of June thir- 
tieth vvas the saddest of his crowded life, and in the chronicles 
it has ever since been referred to as la Noche Triste. 

For some hours the aching men, coated with salt ooze and 
coagulated blood, remained in a kind of stupor. The few banners 
that had come through were in shreds. All the artillery, the 
baggage, and most of the treasure were irretrievably lost. The 
ammunition was exhausted. Not one musket was left. Only the 
battered swords remained for the army’s defense. Forty-six of 
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dead, leaving only twenty-three. Four hundred 

and fifty of the Christians had perished. It was the most disas- 
trous rout the arms of Spain had sustained in the New Worl . 

The night had proved lucky and unlucky, as Botcllo ha 
predicted. At least the great captain-general and half his soldiers, 
together with Marina, the interpreter Aguilar, and the invaluable 
shipwright Martin Lopez, had escaped the death trap. But on 
that fateful night posterity, as well as Cortes, sustained a priceless 
loss. All of hk papers, including hk day-by-day account of the 
conquest from February tenth, 1519, the day he left Cuba, to 
June thirtieth, 1520, were gone. He sighed for this loss, among 
the others. 

But as he leaned inert against the cypress and hk breathing 
became more regular, he began to consider what was saved. As 
he rcnaaikcd the salvage, the flame of hk indomitable courage 
revived. Reckoning the damaged blades, the lacerated horses and 
the prostrate, groaning soldiers, the defeated leader began to 
speculate on how he would reconquer the kingdom. 

At length he ordered titc famished men to march on and bear 
the incapacitated in Utters. There was no succor in any of the 
villages. The inhabitants had left the houses deserted and carried 
off all the foodstuffs. Stalwart soldiers fainted with hunger and 
fatigue. The men gnawed ravenously at cornstalks left standing 
in the fields. They feasted on bits of wounded horse they killed. 
They ate of green gourds. Then in one blessed place they came 
upon thickets of wild cherries that had just ripened. It was 
heaven-sent manna in their exuemity. They called a long halt 
and gorged themselves on cherries. 

In their depleted condition they had covered no more than 
thirty miles in seven days. But they felt delivered. Then as they 
wound a rircuitous route into the valley of Otumba, to their 
consternation they discovered an enormous host of Aztec war- 
riors in full battle array. They had reason to believe their end 
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had nothing with which to defend themselves against the count- 
less hordes — estimates ran as high as two hundred thousand — 
except their hacked swords and their weakened right arms. 

In the fury of the fight, when it seemed that there was not 
the faintest hope for the Spaniards, Cort&, as had Elbha, closed 
his eyes and called on heavenly aid. On opening them he dis- 
covered in the distance the Aztec oammandcr, full panoplied, 
directing the fight from his litter. Following his rule of “Get 
the leader,” Corte passed the word to the nearest cavalrymen 
and they dashed at the Aztec chief, trampling his men in the 
way. The commander’s guards were overturned and he himself 
was struck to the ground. 

The cry that their chief was killed passed like a whirlwind 
among the Indians. In panic, they stampeded. Against tremen- 
dous odds, Cort^ had won again. 

As his men and the remnant of Tlascalans gathered up the 
plunder, the discarded arms and the ornaments torn from the 
dead warriors, Girths wondered at his reception in Tlascala. He 
feared it might be hostile. But when at last the troops arrived, 
the hill people received them kindly. They fed the famished and 
ministered to the wounded. 

Cortes himself had been wounded in the knee, the hand, and 
twice in the head. Like the doughty fighter in the Scotch ballad 
he had merely paused "to sit and bleed awhile” and then had 
risen to fight again. Surgeons had to remove a piece of split bone 
from the skull. For days he by desperately ill with a fever. But 
both in and out of dchrium he pUimed the new conquest. 

The old cacique of Tlascala was most willing to continue the 
alliance. “We have common injuries to revenge,” he said. But 
when Cort& was mended enou^ to walk about he was con- 
fronted with a new, grave problem. Disaffection had infected 
the troops. A Urge proportion demanded to be allowed to return 
to Vera Cruz and ship to Cidia. Again Cort& employed the 
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witchery of his tongue to dissuade them. And as he wrote to 
King Charles of his ingrained conwetion that “Fortune favors 
the brave,” the winds of fortune blew beneficence from unex- 
pected quarters. A vessel sent by the governor of Cuba and filled 
with stores for Narvaez’s force arrived at Vera Cruz. Cortes 
beguiled the crews to join with him and appropriated the wel- 
come supplies. A second vessel-load of men and stores from Cuba 
was won to his cause. Three ships sent by the governor of 
Jamaica to establish a colony north of Vera Cruz arrived, and 
their men, too, were persuaded to become companions in adven- 
ture with Cort&. The captain-general now had a hundred and 
fifty fresh soldiers, twenty new horses, and a stock of arms and 
ammunition. On top of all, a trading ship from the Canaries 
arrived in Vera Cruz offering military supplies for sale. With 
Aztec gold Cortes purchased the ship as well as the arms and 
persuaded the entire crew to join him. 

With the augmented forces to back him he began to win 
over tribes under vassalage to the Aztecs. Those who did not 
succumb to his persuasion fell before the Spanish and ’Tlascalan 
arms. By mid-December he had done all the necessary conquest 
of neighboring provinces. He had drilled Indians in battle forma- 
tions and instructed the newly arrived Spaniards in the special 
sort of warfare they would taste. He prepared for rcconqucst with 
scrupulous care. As a master stroke, he ordered thirteen brigan- 
tines to be constructed in Tlascala. The war vessels were to be 
transported on Indian shoulders sixty miles over the mountains 
and put together on the shore of Lake Tcxcoco opposite Tcnoch- 
titlan. The gear and rigging from dismantled ships were brought 
up from Vera Cruz. Martin Lopez, the shipwright, instructed 
Indians who had never seen anything larger than a canoe to 
build brigantines. Cortes did not hesitate to conceive other Hercu- 
lean tasks. When he found himself short of gunpowder he sent 
a group of cavaliers to the crater on Popocatepetl, where by turns 
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they lowered each other down hundreds of feet into the smoky 
bowels of the volcano to collect sulphur by the bucketful. 

By the end of the year 1520, Cortes had again amassed an army 
of nine hundred white men and so many thousands of Indians 
that no two chroniclers agree on the aggregate. He had con* 
quered every province and tribe between the scacoast and the 
Valley of Anahuac. And when he reached the valley he took the 
towns one by one. He made his headquarters in Texcoco. Iztapa* 
lap^, the city beautiful, where the troops had been entertained 
the night before their first entrance to Tcnochtitlii, refused to 
surrender. So the soldiers of Cort& looted and burnt and massa- 
cred, but they in turn lost that plunder and barely escaped 
drowning when the dikes were cut and the ruined dty was 
flooded. The former lord of Iztapalapan, Cuitlahuac, who had 
led the uprising against the Spaniards and had succeeded Monte- 
zuma on the throne, was not alive to sufier for the loss of his 
lovely city. After a brief reign of four months, be had succumbed, 
not to Spanish might but to a disease hitherto unknown in 
Mexico, which had been brought in by a Negro slave in Narv 4 ez’s 
force. It was smallpox. It had spread from Ccmpaolla across the 
mountains and killed Indians by the thousands, among others 
the great old cacique of Tlascala. 

In the place of Cuitlahuac now reigned Montezuma’s nephew, 
a young man of twenty-four named Cuaxihtcmoc, who was mar- 
ried to a daughter of Montezuma. This youthful Aztec was a 
match for Cortes in dauntless spirit. He hated the Christians with 
a diamond-hard fury. He knew it was a fight without quarter, 
so he prepared his defenses with ingenuity and studied care. And 
he ordered every white man taken alive to be sacrificed on the 
altar of the war god. 

Awaiting the arrival of the brigantines, Cort« spent his time 
annoying the Aztecs and blockading their food supply. He car- 
ried his blockade as near as Cuernavaca and the vegetable gardens 
of Xocfaimilco. When the kigandnes arrived on human shoul- 
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dcrs — the procession took six hours to pass through the main 
street of Tcxcoco — it was a day of triumphant celebration. In 
tlirce weeks the ships were assembled and launched in the three- 
mile canal which had been dug between the town and the lake 
Cortes was now ready to attack. 

On the twenty-eighth of April, 1521, the captain-general mus- 
tered hb troops in the plaza of Texcoco. Now, besides tens of 
thousands of Indian fighters, he possessed eighty-seven cavalry- 
men and eight hundred and dghtcen foot soldicn, of whom 
one hundred and eighteen were arquebusiers and crossbowmen. 
Hb artillery numbered eighteen pieces. He made a shrewd, in- 
spiriting speech, in which in return for valor he held out the 
prombe not only of temporal fortune and fame, but imm ortal 
glory in the life to come. He emphasized the Chrbtian aspect 
of the crusade, and assured the soldiers that Heaven smiled on 
their great quest. 

Cort&’s plan was to attack Tenodititian from the water and 
three ways by land — one by the causeways from Tacuba, one by 
Coyoacdn, and one by Chapultepec. He himself took charge of 
the fleet and its three hundr^ men. The Indian allies were appor- 
tioned to the three land captains in detachments that approxi- 
mated twenty thousand each. 

On May tenth the march to the various places of attack began. 
First, the aqueduct to Chapultepec that supplied the citizens of 
the capital with fresh drinking water was broken. After destroy- 
ing hundreds of war canoes, the brigantines soon had complete 
control of the lake. Except for stray boats that slipped across the 
lake from the mainland in the night, food supplies were cut off. 

The Aztecs had prepared to use the parapets and roofs of the 
houses as fortifications from which to hurl stones and mbsiles. 
So Cortfs ordered the Indian allies to destroy the buildings sec- 
tion by section as they gained ground. The breaches in the caxisc- 
way were filled with the debrb. The Tlascalans took fiendbh 
delight in joining in the work of vandalbm, of leveling the prin- 
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dpal structures of their proud enemy. As the palaces of the 
princes were fired and then demolished, Cortes grieved for the 
ruin of “the most beautiful city in the world,” as he called it. 
Each tumbling building took away from his ultimate triumph 
as well as from the value to history. Yet he saw no other way to 
defeat the enraged and stubborn Aztecs, who fought with a 
ferocity that won his admiration. The yoimg Cuauhtemoc re- 
vealed in his command the military astuteness and courage that 
had made his ancestors the masters of Mexico. 

But the Aztecs, already weak with malnutrition, were reduced 
to eating insects, tree bark, and the flesh of their ^Ilcn comrades, 
while Cort&’s men were supplied with plenteous food fay their 
Indian allies. And now that the Spaniards seemed to be winning, 
more Indian reinforcements joined them. By Cortds’s own esti- 
mate, one hundred and flfey thousand warriors came Co his aid 
to revenge past grievances against the haughty men of Tcnochti- 
din. 

Without £f«h water, without wholesome food, the Aztec 
strength began to dwindle, though by their spirit the enemy 
could not notice it. Cuauhtfmoc saw pestilence spreading among 
his people^ who did not have time to bury the festering dead. 
Though he listened to offers of generous terms of capitulation 
sent by Cories, Cuauhtemoc bad no faith in the words of Chris- 
tians. He had wimessed their perfidy. He marveled how his 
brain-sick uncle Montezuma could ever have been so deceived 
by these white fiends of hell as to believe them kinsmen of 
Quctzalcoatl. He determined to carry on the fight as long as his 
warriors had strength to lift their battle arms, even though he 
saw thousands of former vassals in the ranks of the white men. 

Despite certain success, the SpanLuds suffered many setbacks. 
Again and again they found tbansclves in tight places and forced 
to fall back. The materials thrown into the breaches by day would 
be torn out during the night by the Aztecs. Without surcease the 
fight continued on the causeways, on the lake, la the ciry. Twice 
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Cortes barely escaped death. Once the Aztec warriors actually 
laid hands on him and in the melee he was thrown to the ground, 
while lieutenants fought for his life. In this same engagement 
his chamberlain, while assisting Cort& to his saddle, was seized 
by the enemy and taken off prisoner in a canoe. Along with 
innumerable allies, seventy-two Spaniards were captured and 
rushed off to be sacrificed in the Aztec manner. The horrified 
troops saw their comrades in arms forced to dance naked about 
the idol of the war god, with plumes on their heads and fans m 
their hands. Then they were bent backwards over the convex 
stone, their breasts were ripped open with obsidian knives, and 
their hearts were torn out from the living flesh. The ceremony 
done, their bodies were hurled down the temple steps to be seized 
and eaten by the hungry hordes. The stirring account of the 
ghastly procedure by the eyewitness Bernal Diaz ends with a 
casual masterpiece of understatement: “When I saw the sacrifice 
of our seventy-two countrymen,” he writes, “and their hearts 
taken out palpitating and offered to the war god of the Mexicans 
and their legs and arms cut off and eaten, I had a sensation of 
fear.” 

When Cuauhtemoc received assurance from the priest that 
Huitzilopochtli would give them victory within a week, the allies 
of Cortes began to desert in the night. But the blockade was not 
relaxed, and the Aztecs within the dty began to die of starvation. 
The systematic destruction of the principal buildings went on. 
By the first week in August three-fourths of the capital was in 
ruins. The northwestern corner of the city with the great market 
of Tiateloloc was all that remained intact, and here the Aztec 
forces were concentrated. 

When the week passed and the deserting allies saw that the 
prophecies of Chrbtian defeat had not come true, they began to 
return to the aid of the white men. Now Corto determined to 
sacrifice the entire city, and he began to fill up the canals with 
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ihc materials of palace arid hut alike. One last time he begged 
Cuauhtemoc to capitulate. He praised his valiancc. He promised 
him confirmation of Iiis authority, but under the protection of 
Spain. Yet Cuauhtemoc refused to wnsider surrender. “We can 
at least die like «*arriQrs,“ he told his people. 

At last the Spaniards stormed the sacred pyramid in Tbtcloloc 
and fired tlje sanctuaries built of wood. A few days later Cortes 
planted the Hag of Castile on the temple top. 

Though citizens dropped from disease and hunger and died 
in their tracks, Cuauhtemoc u-ould not surrender. The siege went 
on. The living lay down to rest on the festering bodies of the 
dead. As Cort& said, "A man could not set foot down unless on 
the corpse of an Indian." The August rains descended and 
brought drinking water, but the wetness alternating with hot 
sun brought quiek putrefaction. Spaniards almost fainted at the 
city’s stench. In the midst of the horror some of the cntnppcd 
sufleren became mad with hallucinations. A group of nobles 
sought Cor(& and begged him to finish them ofi and put an end 
to (heir sulTefing. But the tndomiuble young Cuauhtemoc never 
lost his courage. He inspired famished women and ho!Iow<yed 
children to take up arms in the last attack of the Christians. 
Starving boys and girls ^hrc^v stones from housetops with all 
their feeble might. 

When Cortes gave up hope of moving Cuauhtemoc, he deter- 
mined on the havoc of total defeat. He called on all his forces 
and his brigantines to attack from every possible angle at once. 
On August twelfth cannon roared intermittently, muskets sent 
forth continual fire. The slaughter was so merciless that the dead 
were heaped up in mounds and the blood turned the remaining 
canals the color of wine-dregs. Cortes offered mercy to those 
who would give themselves up. But the Indian enemies of the 
Aztecs, frenzied with excitement of the blood, got completely 
out of hand and butchered women and children as well as men. 
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To stop the carnage, Cortes ordered the trumpeter to sound re* 
treat again and again. The estimated dead that day — by his own 
report — numbered forty thousand. 

The end came the next day, on August thirteenth, the feast 
of Saint Hipdlito. When the Aztec ruler Still refused to parley, 
after waiting several hours, Cort& gave orders to proceed with 
the carnage. The rumor reached him that Cuauhtemoc was going 
to escape by water. Boats which began pushing off from the shore 
were chased or shot at by the brigantines. One large pirogue 
was pursued by a swift sailer. The Indians rowed with super- 
human energy, but the Spanish boat overtook them. The captain 
ordered his men “to level their crossbows.” Before they could 
shoot, the young lord, to save his wife and attendants, stood up 
and confessed he was Cuauhtemoc and the prisoner of Cortes. 
“Let no harm come to my followers,” he asked. It was a rich 
haul. The foremost nobles of the Aztecs who were still alive were 
among the twenty aboard. 

Cuauhtemoc was brought before Cortes on a house roof gar* 
nishtd for the occasion with red carpets. His presence and his 
dignity excited admiration among the Spaniards. “Cuauhtemoc," 
says the eyewitness Bernal Diaz, “was of noble appearance both 
in person and countenance; his features were rather large and 
cheerful, with lively eyes; his complexion very fair for an Indian.” 
The defeated young monarch spoke first. “I have done my best 
to defend my people,” he said with profound feeling. Then 
touching the dagger in Cortes’s belt, he asked to be rid of life 
at once. 

Cort£s gave his word that Cuauhtemoc should be treated with 
all the honor that befitted a valorous warrior. A banquet was 
ordered served on the roof. It was late evening. Dark clouds 
covered the paling sky. Then rain began to fall. That night 
nature completed the Christians* ravages on the Aztec capital- 
A tropical storm rem the valley with fearful thunder-rolls and 
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lightnings, and the wind sent partly demoHshed buildings crash* 
ing to the ground. 

The next morning at Cuauhtcmoc’s request the remaining 
Aztecs began their departure horn the dty- For three days the 
procession of some tens of thousands of dark-skinned wraiths 
made their exits over the various causeways. TTie white men’s 
day had come in the brave new world. 

The savage siege of Tcnochtitlan had lasted for almost three 
months. Besides the hordes who died of starvation and pestilence, 
more than a hundred thousand Indians had fallen in battle on 
both sides. The Christians had lost a hundred of their men. 

Never in history had the dissolution of an important dvxliza* 
don been so thoroughly and quickly wrought as in the conquest 
of Mexico by the Uttle band of Spanish adventurers. No con- 
queror’s record is more remarkable than that of Cones. His con- 
quest was suaessful not primarily because of its Catholic faith, 
as de Madariaga says— though belief in heaven’s auspices did play 
an indispensable part— ^ut because of other more significant fac- 
tors. On the material side were the horses and the superior arms 
and military discipline. There was Corlo’s genius for organiza- 
tion, and beyond that hij superb pft for diplomatic subterfuge. 
On the metaphysical side were Aztec superstition, their half- 
belief in the while gods, and their monarch’s fetalistic acceptance 
of his cQimtry’s doom. If Montezuma’s brother, Cuitlahuac, had 
been on the throne, Cortes and his men would doubtless have 
perished at their first entrance into Tcnochtitlan, for CuidShuac 
had Urged his bewildered brother to mobilize his forces and 
destroy the intruders without delay. 

The really decisive factor of the conquest was the division 
among the Indians themselves and the eager Fifth Columnists 
witlun the tribes. The vassal people oppressed by the tyranny of 
the Aztecs were ready to do anything to humble their hated 
overlords. Certes skillfully marshaled Indian against Indian, just 



72 Timeless Mexico 

In the meantime, out of the basic materials of ruined Tcnochd- 
tlan Cortes began the construction of the City of Mexico. First 
he had the aqueduct restored so there would be plenty of water 
for drinking and cleansing and mortar mixing. Then he divided 
the area into plots for churches, for monasteries, for public build- 
ings and plazas. On the very site of die temple of the war god 
a cathedr^ dedicated to Saint Francis was begun, the foundations 
laid with the stones of broken idols. One of the comers of the 
great square was reserved for a Franciscan monastery, to be 
erected- Cort& built himself a mansion on the plaza where Mon- 
tezuma’s palace had stood. Along the mmn thoroughfare the 
Spanish officers built homes of stone with beams of cedar. To the 
Indians— they returned within two months — was given the dis- 
trict of Tlatcloloc around the site of the old market for their 
dwellings. 

In the years immediately following die surrender, Cortfe 
proved his masterly qualities of organization and adminbtration 
as well as initiative, daring, and diplomacy. In searching for tin 
to use as an alloy with copper for cannon, he discovered iron 
deposits, of whose use the natives knew nothing. And, more sig- 
nificandy, he discovered new rich veins of silver. 

By blandishments or force of arms he began to bring hostile 
tribes into line. He found it rewarding to invite envoys of distant 
tribes to visit him and his new capital, where he dazzled their 
eyes with Spanish pageantry, treated them to sham fights, and 
their first sight of prancing horses. He feasted them with Spanish 
cookery and pressed heady wine upon them. At length, in amia- 
ble bcfuddlcmcnt, they promised to receive with open arms what- 
ever colonists he might desire to settle in their domains. 

Over the whole face of Mexico the Spaniards began to establish 
their homes. They became squires of vast areas and masters of 
hordes of workmen under the vicious repartimiento system, 
which virtually enslaved the Indians. Agriculture, in greater or 
less degree, was compulsory according to the extent of the grant. 
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Corto urged the crown to require all vessels leaving Spain for 
hicxico to bring European seeds and vines. He introduce sugar 
cane and raised it on his estate at Cuernavaca where he estab- 
lished the first sugar mill on the continent. He imported the olive 
as well as the grape, and oranges and almonds, which were not 
native to the New World- He established a series of inns between 
Vera Cruz and the capital, and even prescribed how the pigs and 
poultry were to be kept separate from the horses, so that the 
mangers should be clean. He constructed a hcwpital, the Hospital 
of Jesus, not far from his original meeting place with Montezuma, 
and in his will he provided for it in perpetuity. Besides the horse 
and hog and the chicken, Cortes brought the first cows and sheep 
to the New World. 

To encourage domestic morality-'or, at least, give it a face 
value— all married settlers were ordered to bring their wives to 
New Spain within a year and a half. Bachelor estate owners were 
obliged to marry within the same length of time or lose tide to 
their property. Many chose the Indian girls with whom they 
were then living. Confs, practicing what he preached, sent to 
Cuba for his wife — that Oulina Su 5 rcz whom he had wed to 
get to lead the ctpedicion to Mexico. He was far from jubilant 
at her coming, but on her arrival she was treated like one of the 
great ladies of the world. As wife of the supreme conquistador, 
Catalina walked about in an incredible dream — for three months. 
Then one evening, “in smiling health," she attended a banquet, 
and the next day she was dead. 

Along with the wives Irom Spain came shiploads of artisans 
to whom Indians were apprenticed so that they might learn use- 
ful skilb. With their aptitude for imitation the Indians soon 
became proficient. 

Cort& attempted to curb not only gambling, but also extrava- 
gance among the scttlcn. A decree was passed prohibiting the 
dressing in brocades and velvets for all except men of special 
rank. However, the captain-general himself continued privately 
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to indulge his own desire for gambling, and he dressed with the 
richness that befitted his position. 

To carry out the holy aspects of the conquest, Cortes requested 
the king to send him a band of Franciscan brothers to convert 
the heathen and to impress upon them the virtues of humility 
and obedience. The friars were crmnently successful, for the pov- 
erty of their dress and their hare feet had a profound influence 
on the Indians. And the good men made wholesale conversions 
and began to establish small schools about the land. 

While Cortes was struggling to settle New Spain on a sound 
and forward-looking basis, at the court in old Spain the intrigues 
against him waxed viciously. As his influence and power in- 
creased, so did his enemies. 

Meanwhile, conquesting forays and explorations went on- 
Cort& himself built a squadron and explored the coastal territory 
of the Pacific, ever hopeful of finding the real El Dorado, which, 
for all its bounty, Mexico was definitely not. Hearing of a land 
to the south so rich in gold that common fishermen “used golden 
weights on their nets,” he sent an expedition under Crisi6bal 
dc Olid to follow the gleam. In Honduras, de Olid decided to 
carve out a realm for himself and renounced the authority of 
his master, as Cortes himself had renounced that of Velasquez. 

On October twelfth, 1524, with a Urge and well equipped 
force augmented “by musicians, a buffoon, a juggler, and a pup- 
peteer,” Cortes went after dc Olid. He took along the hopelessly 
lamed Cuauhtemoc and his companion in torture, the king of 
Tacuba. 

Everything went wrong with the expedition. It was as if the 
presence of Cuauhtemoc with his charred feet — a constant re- 
minder to Cortes of his broken pledge and his cruelty — put a 
blight on the venture. Ever since the disgraceful foot-burning 
episode, Cortes had kept the closest watch on Cuauhtemoc be- 
cause he fcar«l an Indian uprising. He took him on horseback 
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when he went riding or had him carried in a chair when he went 
walking a considerable distance His distrust of Cuauhtemoc 
seemed subtly mixed with his own bad conscience, as if he must 
needs have his victim at hb side like a burr to prick and stmg 
him. 

In Tabasco the Spaniards W'cre obliged to cross fifty little rivers 
within a hundred miles and construct bridges for each of them. 
Their supplies gave out completely. They got lost in jungles so 
thick that they could not sec the sun at noon. Tlicy bogged down 
in swamps. Guides deserted, and Indbn auxilbrics dropped and 
died of starvation. 

In the midst of the mbery, it was reported on flimsy evidence 
that Cuauhtemoc had formed a conspiracy to massacre the white 
men. The young man stoutly denied the acotsafion. Nevenhe- 
less, Cort6 decreed execution. Cuauhtfmoc and the cacique of 
Tacuba were hanged together on a limb of a giant ceiba tree. 
The last words of the young king were to be remembered by 
Con6 until death. "I knew what it was to trust your false prom- 
ises from the first,” the Indian said. “1 knew you intended thb 
fate for me. Your God will demand of you why you killed me 
so unjustly.” As he glanced down on hb ruined feet, the neck 
of the last of the Aztec rulers was broken. 

The killing of Cuauhtemoc did not rid Cort& of either his 
difficulties or hb bad conscience. He knew that most of his men 
thought be had done wrong. Hb sleep was tormented. He would 
rise from his pallet and pace about in the night. Once in the 
darkness he ivalked off a stone piadorm, dropped twelve feet 
and suffered a concussion of the brain. 

Some spark of genius bad gone out in the great commander. 
He Was no longer so astute in hb decisions and judgments. His 
magnificent physical strength and endurance had passed their 
zenith. He could not stand grueling hardship with such fortitude 
as formerly. For the first lime in hb life he became moody and 
britablc. 
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Shortly after the end of Cuauht&noc, Cort& gave up Marina 
forever. For five of the most exciting years any woman in hbtory 
has ever lived, Marina had been the conqueror’s devoted com- 
panion. She had been his very voice. Without her guardian angel- 
ship, Cortes might have fiiiled in his conquest. In her native 
province of Coatzacoalcos, through which the expedition passed, 
he left her and endowed her “with great estates” after giving 
her in marriage to one of his cavaliers, Juan Xamarillo. Their 
natural son, Martin, had remained with his nurse in Mexico, 
(if the boy ever saw his mother again, history docs not record 
it.) Marina herself was still hardly more than a girl, barely 
twenty-one. But from childhood her life had been one of ex- 
traordinarily romantic adventure, and she remains the most 
famous woman of the Indian race, even if she was unwittingly 
the first Fifth Columnist in the New World. There is no parallel 
to her ease in history, where a girl shares $0 intimately the vicissi- 
tudes and triumphs of her svarrior lover. Though her earthly 
record after twenty-one is a blank, in the Indian folk tales Marina 
has become the white phantom, Uorona, “the one who weeps.” 
She b said to move like a white mbi through the night, a restless 
soul for eternity, wailing softly for having betrayed her race to 
the Spaniards. 

After Cortes set Marina aside, the sufferings and privations 
of the expedition became worse. Finally, after seven of the most 
ghastly montlis any men, Chrbtbn or heathen, ever endured, the 
survivors, half crazed vvdth fevers and starvation, reached the 
Spanish colony on the Golfo Dolce to find the settlement suffer- 
ing from famine. Yet Cortes, with hb indomitable optimbm, 
began to plan exploratory expeditions through the swamps, as 
preparation for the conquest of Nicaragua. 

But disturbing news from Mexico reached him and changed 
hb course. Two of hb appointees had seized power and set them- 
selves up as rulers. They had given out that he was dead, Iiad 
held cercmonbl f ^tncal services and divided his estates among 
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fellow conspirators. Twice Corto set sail to claim his own, and 
twice he was shipwrecked, A tropical fever then laid him low. 
He became cadaverously thin and so profoundly despondent that 
he ordered hb burial robe. When hb companions had despaired 
of hb lif^ a letter from hb favorite captain^ “Son” Sandoval, 
rallied his spirits. He rose from hb bed and sent word he was 
returning. 

It was almost five months before he reached the capital, where 
he was treated to a fanatical ovation. Once more he took charge 
of affairs in Mexico, but he was never quite the same again. The 
old stamina and zest were gone. Arch-enemies close by and at 
the Spanish court continued to cat at hb reputation as termites 
do in timber. But he knew one happy month of supreme com- 
mand. Then in July he learned that the Spanish sovereign had 
deputed others to take over hb great office. He retired in high 
dudgeon to hb beautiful place in Coj'oac^n, where odters among 
hb loyal captains had built themselves mansions. 

Two years later the king allosved Cort& to return to Spain. 
At the court he summoned up his old-time charm and captivated 
them all. He refuted the calumnies with consummate skill. Bask- 
ing in the royal favor and recounting the incredible stories of 
the conquest w'ich easy art, Cortes became the man of the year. 
He handled himself and hb case $0 well that the king bestowed 
on him the title his heart craved. He was created Afarqu& del 
Valle de Oaxaca. Besides considerable estates in the capital of 
Mexico and at Cuernavaca, be was assigned so much territory 
in the province of Oaxaca that hb possessions embraced “twenty 
towns and hamlets and twenty-three thousand vassals.” He was 
also proclaimed "Captain-General of New Spain and the Coasts 
of the South Sea,” and he was to rule over such new lands as he 
would explore and colonize. But nothing could persuade the 
king to entrust Cortes with the government of New Spain, which 
he had won for the mother country. 
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Now forty-five, rich, famous, ennobled, Cortes was eminently 
eligible as a husband for a dau^tcr of one of Spain’s best 
families. He chose for his bride the niece of that nobleman, the 
Duke of Bejar, who had supported him at court through all the 
calumnies. Juana dc Zuniga, daughter of the Count de Aguilar, 
was a young girl of indifferent charm but considerable spirit, and 
in her veins flowed the royal blood of Navarre. In the spring of 
1530, with his bride, his aged mother, and a princely retinue, 
Cortes set out for New Spain. 

Though he was received everywhere with Joyous demonstra- 
tions by the people, even by the Aztecs of the capital who poured 
out to greet him at Tcxcoco, Cortes was not to know content- 
ment. He chafed at not having control of the government. He 
quarreled with the audienda and indignantly left the capital. For 
a while he pursued the delights and endured the trials of a gen- 
tleman farmer. Besides sugar cane, be cultivated mulberry trees, 
imported silk worms and instruaed the Indians in their culture 
and the making of silk. He made a real success of agriculture. 
But at heart he was an explorer and a conqueror, and he could 
not stay at peaceful pursuits long, although he had an heir now— 
also named Martin, like his bastard son by Marina — to inspire 
the acquisition of a greater fortune. Soon he was building ships 
and exploring the Pacific coast. He went on expeditions by land 
and sea, and though what he found was good for cartographers 
and Spain, it profited nothing for him. After nine years of ship- 
building and of equipping expeditions, he had spent three hun- 
dred thousand cattellanos of gold, pawned his wife’s Jewels, and 
was deep in debt. 

By 1538 Cort& was asking the king to relieve him “in order 
that he might live." With his power and prestige mere relics 
of their former high estate, he set sail for Spain in 1540 to lay 
his problems before the sovereign in person. He was never to 
return to Mexico. 
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When he arrived in Europe, accompanied by his legitimate 
tcn*}xar-o!d son Martin and his illegitimate son Martin, almost 
a man now, Cott& svas received with a show of warmth. But 
when it came to a settlement of bis affairs his ease was handled 
with cool formality. In the end he realized he %vas entirely out- 
side the radius of royal benediction. Like Columbus and Balboa 
and other great ducoverers and conquerors who had played lead- 
ing parts in the drama of Spain's glor)‘, Cort& found himself at 
the end of his life relegated to a dhtinctly minor rule. When an 
expedition was sent against Algiers he volunteered to accompany 
it. But when affairs were going badly in the siege, the great 
strategist was not csxn asked to attend the council. Once when 
he thought aloud how his stalwart soldiers from New Spain 
could easily have taken the Algerian fortress, he was greeted 
with supercilious smiles and the reply that he would find the 
Moors a more formidable foe than a bunch of naked savages. 

With his prestige shrunk almost to persona non praia dimen- 
sions, after waiting in anterooms for years, Cortis determined 
to return once more to hfcxlco. Broken in spirit, he made his 
farew’clls to gentlemen who wished him God-speed with lip- 
courtesy only. On his journey so the ship he was stricken. TTic 
legitimate Martin, now seventeen, removed his father to the vil- 
lage called Castillo de la Cuesta. Here on December second, 1547, 
in his sixty-third year, Heman Cortes died. His body reposed in 
the monastery at San Isidro for a time, until Martin had it sent 
across the sea for burial in Texcoco. Thence it was moved to 
various places in and about Mexico City. Where his bones lie 
today no one knows, just as no one can say with assurance 
whether the mortal remains of Qiristophcr Columbus repose in 
Cuba or Santo Domingo. The great discoverer and the great 
conqueror, who both loved nothing better than to dare the un- 
charted and to test the mystery of things, continued their earthly 
travels after death and left unsolved riddles in their wake. 
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Cortes, more than Columbus, was the superb epitome of his 
age. Though he possessed the defects of his brilliant qualities and 
some of the bad as well as good manifestations of the times in 
which he lived, he is one of the world’s indisputable heroes. 



PART TWO 


COLONIAL NEW SPAIN 


6. Spain Builds and Mexico Drowses 
"Wo country in the world has ever been to 
completely ruined at Spain by the avoidable 
faults and follies of itt governors^ 

D.^VU> HUME 

The men who con<jucrcd Mexico were not allowed to rule the 
land they had won. New Spain, as the land was now called, was 
administered by a bureaucracy appointed by the crown- First 
there svas an audiencia, and then in J535 arrived Antonio dc 
Mendoza as the first viceroy. From thb date until the achieve- 
ment oE independence in 1821, New Spain was governed by for- 
eign-born viceroys. The colonists had virtually nothing to say 
about their own government. 

Mendoza was one of the very best in the long line of rulers, 
mainly inditTcrent and bad. He was able and conscientious, 
cautious and just, and even progressive. It was he who sent the 
first colony of Spaniards from Mexico to Manila across the Pacific. 
He was wise enough to leave the Indian villages under the ad- 
ministration of the Indian caciques, each village to retain its com- 
munal acreage or ejido, which was at length legally established 
at something like ten square miles. In 1536 a public mint was 
established, and later in the year the first institution of higher 
learning in the New World. 
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l£ New Spain had been ruled by a scries of Mendozas, the 
colonial state would have had a very different record. But in the 
twenty-eight decades following there were few among the vice- 
roy whose names are even worth remembering. Most of them 
came solely to line their pockets for the homeward voyage. They 
lived in regal splendor and ruled like absolute monarchs, account- 
ing only to a sovereign five thousand miles away. And for almost 
three centuries the Spanish crown made the dependence of 
Mexico on the mother country as complete as possible. 

To Cortes’s men had been given extensive tracts of land and 
a quantity of Indians to work for them in field or in mine under 
the encomienia system practiced in Cuba and Hispaniola. The 

wording of the grant encomtenda read thus: “Unto you, , 

are given in trust, under chief , with the chief, so many 
Indians, for you to make use of in your farms and mines; and 
you are to teach them the things of the holy Catholic faith." But 
the hardened soldiers were far less zealous in pious instruction 
than in grinding out money from native labor. Some of the war- 
scarred adventurers stayed at home overseeing the running of 
their new estates and laying the foundations of the future aristoc- 
racy of Mexico. But many, lured by rumors of richer kingdoms 
to despoil, went off conquesting afresh, and left the management 
to stewards. 

While Cortes was wasting his wealth in fitting out fruitless 
squadrons on the Pacific, other conquistadores were nosing to 
the north. The mountainous territory above Mexico City was 
still largely unexplored and unconquered. Some of the natives 
only a few days’ march beyond the capital were nomadic savages. 
The tribes in the Zacatecas mountains refused to be subjugated 
and proved the ruin of many an expedition sent out against diem. 
But, stimulated by tall talcs of riches, the Spaniards pushed on. 
To rid themselves of the ravaging invaders, the Indians would 
point to some fantastic region of gold and precious stones, to the 
north, the northeast, the north-west — always beyond. Francisco 
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Vasquez de Coronado, who had started out magnificently 
equipped not only with Spaniards and Indian allies but with a 
thousand horses and great flocks of sheep and droves of cattle, 
conquered the Indians of Netv Mexico and reached as far as the 
plains of Kansas. But he returned with empty hands and a sadly 
reduced force. The cattle had been lost along the way — to multi- 
ply and to form the basis of future fortunes in the limitless pas- 
tures of Sonora and Chihuahua. 

While attempting to subdue the ZacatecanSt Spaniards discov- 
ered extraordinarily rich deposits of silver in 1548. Soon they 
were building a road to transport the silver to Mexico City. As 
other silver mines were found, the white men began enslaving 
more and more Indians to work in the mines. The baptizing 
friars could not save their converts from the killing fate of hosts 
of burden under inhuman loads and inhuman ueatment. As the 
Indians died like flies, their places had to be constantly filled, 
and slave hunting became something like a sport. Along with 
work too heavy to be endured, the natives suffered from new 
diseases the Europeans had brought— smallpox, tuberculosis, and 
influenza. To escape the pains and dangers of the white man's 
dvilization many Indians preferred to flee to mountain or jungle 
and live as isolated savages. 

Never in any other period of history did daring jouibs have 
such opportunities to test their mettle. Shiploads of younger sons 
came out from Spain for the sport, and many a rakish ne’er-do- 
well learned to endure rank hardship. The "yotingcst conquista- 
dor,” Francisco de Ibarra, was made governor of all northwest 
Mexico at the age of sixteen. Zestfully he set forth to find silver 
and subdue natives who opposed the Spanish rule. For twenty 
years he roamed and ranged. Though the precious stuff he found 
was paltry, he and some of his fellows made fortunes out of the 
wild herds descended from Coronado’s strayed cattle. 

Throughout New Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen- 
turies, spasmodic rebellions continued to break out. Punitive 
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expeditions were ever and again on the march. The troublesome 
Indians who were caught were branded on the face and sold as 
slaves. Many of tlicm changed masters often, and svith each ex- 
change they had the hot iron applied with a different marking. 
Some of them had so many scars of letters and symbols that the 
entire face was written upon, and, as one chronicler said, “they 
carried their history on their countenances.” 

All during the subjugations and explorations, Franciscan and 
Dominican brothers pursued their work of conversion. Two 
priests reported that they had baptized and anointed more than 
fourteen thousand Indians in five days and declared that it was 
“very exhausting work.” In friendly Tlascala, three priests 
claimed— with considerable exaggeration— to have baptized over 
a million Indians during their sojourn among the hill people. 

The more sagacious of the church fathers were quite aware 
that conversion came too easily. But if the new attitude was 
really pagan at heart, they argued, it would come right in time. 
Wherever possible the clergy set up their churches on sites of 
heathen temples where the people had been wont to congregate. 
And on feast days it was not altogether unseemly for Indians to 
pay passing tribute to their dethroned divinities, while making 
obeisance to the saints of the new religion. Whenever the Indians 
could transmute and fuse ancient symbolism with new, the priests 
with their shrewd psychology never said them nay. For the na- 
tives to identify the Holy Ghost with the sacred eagle of the 
Aztecs was quite natural and pardonable. It was better, the 
priests reasoned, that they should be gently weaned away from 
false gods. But now today, after four centuries, the Indians have 
not completely renounced pagan adoration. 

Yet within a decade after the conquest the understanding 
fathers granted the Indians their own special protectress, a Virgin 
who performed a miracle for the most humble of men. On the 
hill of Tepayac at Guadalupe, a few miles from the caplul, had 
once stood a temple to the gentle Indian goddess of corn called 
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Tonantdn, who preferred sacrifices of doves and pigeons to 
human beings. An Indbn, rerumed Juan Diego, who had 
listened to doctrines explained in simple language by the Fran- 
ciscan^ was signally honored by this appearance of the true 
Holy Mother. She intercepted him as he crossed by the mountain 
of Tepape and told him to inform the Bishop Zumirraga that 
she desired a church erected on the spot. The bishop was not 
impressed, and asked for some token from the Virgin- When 
she appeared next time before Juan Diego and he demanded a 
sign, she told him to go to the top of the barren mountain and 
gather an armful of roses. But he reminded her that this svas 
the twelfth of December, and nothing but cactus had ever grown 
on the mountain top even in May. Nes-crthcless, he obeyed and 
found the roses. On his return the Virgin wrapped the blossoms 
in his tilma, or mande, and sent him to the prelate. When be 
came Into the buhop's presence, be loosed one end of the filma 
and the roses fell to the floor between them. But what astounded 
the bishop was an image of the Holy hfother painted on the 
coarse cheap cloth. There she stood in the curve of a moon in a 
pale golden aura, her pink gown dusted with gold, and the 
expression on her face cxccedingjy sweet. How the painting 
carac about the bishop could not or would not say, but when he 
had taken counsel with himself and others a miracle was pro- 
claimed. Soon was begun the coitstruction of a beautiful church 
in honor of the patroness of the Indiatu. It paid blessn! divi- 
dends. The Virgin of Guadalupe did more to reconcile the 
Indians to the Christian conquest than any other agency. When 
one of the intellectual churchmen of the end of the eighteenth 
century had the temerity to deny the miracle in public, he was 
exiled for thirty years for his lack of tact. 

In towns and villages and sometimes even in a wilderness, 
almost immediately after the conquest, the friars began building 
great churches of stone. As soon as an Indian was Christianized 
his labor was commandeered to help to build a place of worship. 
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Without benefit of beasts to draw loads, the natives formed 
lines like rural bucket-brigades for firefighting and passed the 
great stones by man to man from quarry to church site. 

Besides saving souls and building churches, the indefatigable 
friars strove to educate their dark charges. Perhaps the most 
remarkable in education among the Franciscan teachers was a 
friar named Pedro de Gantc. He came from Ghent in August, 
1522. This begging friar had royal blood in his veins, being 
related illegitimately to the Emperor Charles V. At Texcoco he 
established himself and immediately began to study the Aztec 
language. By 1524 — perhaps through secret imperial patronage, 
since the Franciscans declined state subsidies — Father Gantc was 
able to create a school large enough to instruct a thousand In- 
dian children at a time. Here besides the catechism the pupils 
learned to read and write in Spanish and to reckon. Some with 
proper aptitude were taught drawing and music. Some were 
instructed in weaving and leather work after the Spanbh models. 
Others were trained in masonry and carpentry. Father Gante 
himself is recorded as teaching sculpmre and painting. When 
they had finished their simple courses of instruction these Indian 
youths were sent abroad in the land to teach others and to help 
in the construction of churches, convents, and schools. 

Artbans from Spain had been imported not only to ply their 
trades but to teach the Indians the Spanish skill. The Indians 
learned so quickly that the Spaniards at length refused to teach 
them since the amount of their own wage went down. Often 
the friars themselves were the sole teachers of crafts. The most 
famous among these beneficent clergymen was Vasco dc Quiroga, 
who setded at the picturesque lake town of Patzeuaro and later 
became the first bishop of Michoacin. In 1533 Quiroga wrote 
of the Tarascans: “They own things as one another and these 
men of nature do not have, and never had, king or master over 
them, nor hereditary successor, but designate him by clcaion— 
and there arc not true slaves or serfs among them.” This good 
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intellectual, who had read Sir Thomas More, experimented with 
his own Utopian ideas, and aimed to order society so that the 
Indians might live “without need, insecurity or laziness, and 
removed from danger and infamy.” The bishop was an inspirit- 
ing pastor to his flock, which had been dismayed by the bru- 
tality of the vicious administrator Nuno dc Guzmin, who tied 
thdr Tarascan chief to the tail of a horse and dragged him 
over the rocks before burning him- Quiroga encouraged one 
special kind of trade or industry in each separate village for the 
benefit of all. So agreeable is custom to the Mexican Indian that 
after four centuries the same trades arc pursued in the same vil- 
lages. Tourists today visit them and take note. In Uruapan, the 
finest lacquer ware in the hemisphere is still made, and the 
formula of the varnish is yet a secret- In Parocho the Indians 
still specialize in guitars. In Santa Clara they produce copper 
ware; in Tzinezuntzin, pottery; in Teremando, shoes. In Capula, 
the natives work in wo^; in San Felipe, in iron. And in the 
town of Cocupao, renamed Quiroga aher the good bishop, they 
pride themselves on painted boxes. Though he died in 1555, 
Quiroga’s memory is sdJl revered by the Indians today. 

Another zealous friend of the Indians was that staunch enemy 
of imperialism, Father Bartolomc dc las Casas, who believed that 
all aggression was evil except that which was evangelical. By 
word and by pen he insisted that the sole purpose of expedi- 
tionary forces should be to convert the heathen to Christiamty. 
His idealism was not altogether without influence on the Em- 
peror Charles, but Spain was hr away and the monarch’s com- 
mands were winked at by his avaricious agents. However, Las 
Casas was largely responsible for the new law of 1542 by which 
encomiendas could not be inherited. Stirred by Las Casas, the 
Spanish crown sought from rime to rim^ even after his death, 
to restrain abuse of the Indians, but the protective lasvs were 
usually ignored or circumvented. 

The colonization by the British in North America was some- 
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thing quite different from that of the Spanbh, in motive and 
manner. The Englishmen who first sctded along the Atlantic 
seaboard came as neither gold seekers nor missionaries. They 
came to save their own skins and to worship God in their own 
way. They set forth as pioneers to carve new homes out of a 
wilderness. But they showed far less concern for the preservation 
of the Indian than did the Spaniard, who set up his house in the 
midst of the Indian population, for convenience and exploitation. 
The Englishmen cheated the nomadic redskins out of their 
lands for jugs of rum and pushed them farther and farther in- 
land from the coast. Those they did not exterminate the Ameri- 
cans finally corralled in reservations. There was scarcely any 
inter-racial marriage. On the other hand, many of the Spaniards 
who first sctded in Mexico married Indian girls. Others cohabited 
promiscuously with nadves. For better or worse, Spain brought 
forth a new race, the fusion of Iberian blood with native Indian, 
called the mestizo. One thing is certain, that the mhced*h]ood 
people bore in their hearts the seeds of conflicting emotions and 
potential future explosions. From the beginning, however, the 
Spaniard in Mexico seemed to regard the native masses princi- 
pally as work beasts. The Indian’s inferiority and lack of ability 
were taken as matters of fact. The Spanish policy in general was 
to stifle nadvc talents and to keep him in a state of physical, 
mental, and spiritual subjection. 

Yet one cannot discount what Spain did in creative building 
and organization. It is to her everlasting credit that, with the 
marvelous help of her early friars, she laid a kind of luster on 
colonial Mexico. It is true the Aztecs had achieved a compara- 
tively high civilization. But the conquest of the New World was 
inevitable, and the Spanish were energetic colonizers as well as 
great conquerors. Without that influx of Iberian blood and energy 
and gift for architecture, Mexico would be minus a patina that 
makes it one of the most evocative lands in the world. In all the 
Western Hemisphere only in the city of Lima did civilizadon 
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approach such a scale of grandeur as colonial Mexico knew in 
the eighteenth century. Significantly, it was in those two coun- 
tries, Peru and Mexico, that the native culture of the pre-Colum- 
bian era reached its most brilliant flowering, as blood-soaked and 
sinister as both were. 

Almost like magic, throughout Mexico, towns with churches 
and plazas to last for generations began to occupy the sites of 
native villages. Tlic early Spanish architects, both ecclesiastical 
and mundane, seemed to have plann^ for the delectation of 
posterity. At first the churches and monasteries and even private 
homes possessed qualities akin to fortresses. And then after sub- 
jugations were completed came a lavish outpouring of decora- 
tion. Only in architecture did “the two somnolent centuries," 
following the energetic sixteenth, contribute much to the lasting 
glory of Mexico. But in that branch of creative art the heritage 
is uncommonly opulent. And there the Indian was allowed to 
make consummate use of his talent. Both fapdes and interiors 
of the magnificent, solid Spanish conceptions were overwrought 
with memorials of Indian ingenuity. 

Cities beautiful, such as Oaxaca and Morelia, took form, softly 
lurmnous with the green or pinkish stone of their regions. Streets 
with gracious mansions stretched out longer. Boulevards were 
widened and enriched with planting. Aqueducts paraded in 
great, chained arches into the cities, bringing spectacular beauty 
along with water from the heights. A profusion of flowering 
shrubs was set out to grace fount^ed patios. Plazas and green 
parks for refreshment of body and spirit became as customary 
as the town wells. Everywhere the eye looked there were great 
churches to dramatize the religion of the simple Nazarene. By 
the end of the eighteenth century Mexico had some ten thousand 
Christian churches. The grea^ well ordered piles of pink or dove 
gray or mushroom yellow stone, with their heaven-ascending 
towers, gave the variegated Mexican landscape a kind of charac- 
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reristic Spanish harmony and a richness that made the United 
States seem raw and homespun beside it. 

There is significant truth in Sylvester Baxter’s remark that 
“New Spain never experienced the long period of colonial sim- 
plicity of the English possesaons. . . . TTianks to the startling 
energy of the conquerors, greedy for wealth and power, ani- 
mated at the same time by a profound faith, the New Spain 
became flourishing within a few years.” 

As time went on, silver in greater and greater quantities was 
dug from the bowels of the hills. Indians sweated, groaned, and 
died in increasing numbers under the strain, as individual Span- 
iards made tremendous fortunes. By 1750 the yield from the 
silver mines was reckoned at more than thirteen million pesos 
annually. Towards the end of the eighteenth century Humboldt 
remained for weeks at Moran and Real del Monte, inspecting 
the methods of mining. “The hardest part of the work,” he 
wrote, "was performed by the native Indians, who carried the 
metals out on their backs, in loads of from two hundred and 
fifty to three hundred and fifty pounds at a time, ascending and 
descending thousands of steps of an inclination of forty-five de- 
grees, where the air was from seventy-one to seventy-three degrees 
[centigrade].” Better off by far were the peons who cultivated 
the corn and cotton for the great plantation owners. 

In the eighteenth century the country estate became a focus of 
social life as well as an economic factor. Certain idle society 
groups spent their time revolving about a scries of house parties. 
But the hacienda had never quite the significance of an ante- 
bellum Southern plantadon home in the United States. In the 
South the owner and his family usually lived on the plantation, 
scorning the more vulgar dvilization of the towns. In Mexico 
the plantation owners generally lived in the dties and went out 
to the plantation for a holiday, for the shooting, or the country 
air. The management of the estate was rarely a burden on the 
haeendado. An overseer ran the place, and his job was to extract 
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as mucH labor as possible from the peons. The peons’ wtlfarc was 
rarely considered as was that of the Negro slaves of the better 
Southern plantations. The wious absentee-landlord system, 
which has been the curse of all Latin Amcria, became more 
and more accepted. 

During the colonial period, almost all of the important of&ccs 
w’cnt to Spaniards from Spain, who came merely with the intent 
of acquiring money. And Spanish business men, too^ had no 
original intention of remaining longer than to gain the sum they 
had set thar hearts on. But many found the life so much easier 
and less competitive in Mexico than in Spain that they remained. 
A new social order emerged. 

Yet within two generations after the conquest a Spaniard 
cobbler or mule driver just over from Europe would set himself 
up as superior to a hfexican-bom Spaniard. The haughty Span- 
iards came to be ailed gaehupiner, “men who wear spurs." Tite 
decendants of the Spaniards who were born in Mexico were 
known as erioUos. These creoles were of pure white blood. The 
gachupin held himself socially superior to the crioHo, who in 
turn felt immoderately above the mestizo, who looked down on 
his darker Indian cousins with contempt, and the latter in turn 
often renounced the half-blood. By the seventeenth century this 
caste system had four distinct classes, though exceptions oca- 
sjonalJy blurred the differences. 

Through the seventeenth century Nesv Spain was almost as 
much a closed book to Europe and the British colonics in North 
America as was Japan. The only Englishman who got into 
Mexico and lived to return home to write hrst-hand impressions 
about the fabulous land was a roan lumcd Thomas Gage. In 
England he had become a Dominican friar, and as a missionary 
to the Philippine Islands he "bad got himself conveyed to Mex- 
ico” where he paused cn route and remained for almost a dozen 
years. On his return to England he renounced the Catholic faith 
and became a Purtcin peeacher. He gaie sueb a ghmng account 
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o£ Mexico, that according to Bullock, Oliver Cromwell in the 
period of his Protectorship thou^t of adding New Spain to the 
British dominions. At any rate, he sent an expedition under the 
command of Penn and Venables to have a look. And though 
nothing came of the venture so far as Mexico was concerned, 
on the return trip the British took over the valuable island of 
Jamaica. 

Friar Gage gives a very lively account of Mexico City in the 
second quarter of the seventeenth century. He seems particularly 
impressed vnth the coaches, the ostentation of dress and the 
prevalent passion for gambling, for he refers to these things again 
and again in his book, which was published in London in 1648. 

The streets are very broad, in the narrowest three coaches may goc, 
and in the broader six may goc in the breadth of them, which makes 
the city seeme a great deal bigger than it h‘, in my lime it was thought 
to bee of between 30 to 40,000 inhabitants, Spaniards, who are so 
proud and rich, that half the city was judged to keepe coaches, for it 
was a most credible report that 3 o Mexico in my lime there were 
above dfieen thousand coaches. It is a by-word, that in Mexico there 
are foure things faire, that is to say, the women, the apparel, the 
horses, and the streets. But to this 1 may adde the beauty of some of 
the coaches of the gentry, which doe exceed in cost the best of the 
court of Madrid, for they spare no silver, nor gold, nor pretious stones, 
nor cloath of gold, nor the best silkes of China to enrich them. And 
to the gallantry of their horses, ihc pride of some adde the cost of 
bridles and shooes of silver. . . . Above all, the goldsmiths’ shops and 
worhes arc to be admired. The Indians, and the people of China that 
have been made Christians, and every yeere come thither, have now 
perfected the Spaniards in those trades . . . 

To the by-word touching the beauty of the women, I must add the 
liberty they enjoy for gaming ... nay, gaming is so common to 
them, that they invite gentlemen to their houses for no other end: — 
to myself it happened that, pasring along the streets with a friar . . . 
a gentlewoman of great birth, knowing us to be chapetans, from her 
window called unto us, asked us if wee would come in and pby with 
her 3 game at primera. 

Both men and svomen are excessive in their apparel, using more 
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silkcj than stufTo and cloth; picii'otn stones and pcarfw further much 
this ibrif vaJne ostentation; a hatband and rose made of diamonds, 
in a gentleman's hat, is common, and a hatband of pearlcs is ordinary 
in a tradesman; nay, a bbchmore or uwny young maide and sbvc 
tvill mates hard shift bur shee will bee in fashion with her neckchai'ne 
and bracelets of pearlcs . . . The attire of this baser sort of people 
(which are of a mlxt nature of Spaniards and blaekmores) is $0 light, 
and their carriage so enticing, that many Spaniards, even of the l>ctter 
sort (who arc loo prone to venery) desdatne their wives for them . . . 

Tlioraas Gage did not spend all of hU time in the capital, but 
roamed as far away as remote Chupas and the borders of Guatc* 
mala. As a friar he was persona pata everywhere. As an Eng* 
lishnun he made the misuVe of calling a mestizo or anyone 
with part Indian blood an Indian, but his comments attest to 
the fact of the importance of mestizos in some provinces. “No 
town hath so many Dons in it of Indian bloud as this. Don 
Felipe de Guzmin was Governor of it in my time, a very rich 
Indian, who kept commonly in his stables a dozen of as good 
horses for public shewes and ostentation as the best Spaniard in 
the country. The Indians put on sham sea*fighi$, horse races and 
were clever at all manner of Spanish dances, instruments and 
music, as the best of Spaniards ... As for the acting of playes, 
thb is a common part of their solemn pastimes; and they ore 
so generous that they think nothing too much to spend in ban- 
quets and sweetmeats upon their fairs and neighbouring towns, 
whensoever they are minded 10 shew' iherosclves in a publick 
feast. The town Is very rich, and many Indians in it trade about 
the country as the Spaniards do.” 

While wealth accumulated and sons of the wealthy decayed 
with a dry rot of nothing useful to do, some Indians existed 
with barely enough necessaries to hold body and soul together. 
Not until 1720 did an actual end come to the cncomiendas. But 
soon the Indians suffered a new kind of slavery — that of per- 
petual debt to the landlord. And the ecclesiastical order in Mex- 
ico, having gradually added its weight of domination to that of 
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the state, began to batten on the ignorance of the people. Mexico 
suffered generations of corrupt church politics. After the hard 
spadework of inaugurating a new rcli^on was done by the selfless 
friars, Spanish priests arrived bringing their trained political 
astuteness and their shrewd schemes for collecting money. There 
were unceasing demands for fees. It became costly — sometimes 
ruinous— to be born, to marry, or to die. By gift, by legacy, by 
mortgage foreclosures, by instilling fears of purgatorial fires, the 
chur^ came into possession of some forty to fifty per cent of the 
real and personal property of the land. TTic archbishop and the 
bishops received princely salaries, as high as 130,000 pesos a year, 
and vied with the idceroys in ostentatious display. While hard- 
working, self-sacrificing rural priests often lived on a pittance, 
idle city prelates often lived in stuffy self-indulgence without 
the faintest effort at constructive work. 

The great Spanbh nation which had reached such a climax of 
dynamic expansion in the sixteenth century became exbatuted 
btdore the eighteenth century. Its body politic began to suffer 
from a dry rot that attacked it at the top. And to keep her sick- 
ness tindivulgcd, by a show of material well-being, she ever 
demanded more of her colonies, and in return gave less and less. 
In time the Spanish crown seemed to lose interest in everything 
except revenue from monopolies and taxes. There were sixty 
different kinds of taxes by the end of the eighteenth century. 
Monopolies for the benefit of the few multiplied on the body of 
Mexico like plague sores. Tlic populace was sucked and drained 
by every conceivable leech of duties, royalties, taxes, fees. The 
crown reserved for itself the fat monopolies of gunpowder, salt, 
tobacco and the lotteries, but it was not too lofty to keep also 
for itself even much lesser monopolies as packs of playing cards, 
cockfights, and even the God-given mountain snow utilized in 
refrigeration. ParadoMcally, the gold and silver that poured into 
Spain was the precious bane that undermined the monarchy’s 
constitution and brought on a kind of fatty degeneration. 
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In Mexico, commerce was deliberately hamstrung. Local in- 
dustries and manufacture were regulated or forbidden, for the 
profit of business men in Spain. Tlic Mexicans were not per- 
mitted to trade with any other except the mother country. All 
Mexian trade, both import and export, was compelled by law to 
pass through ports in Spain. TTiC retail prices of hundreds of 
articles became tJirice those of ilte same things in European shops. 
Except for the native foodstufis, living costs were higher than 
in any other country in the world. In the early ninctecntli cen- 
tury the leediing of hfexico brought Spain half of its income. 
No such profiteering had been known. The privileged Spanish 
merchants in Mexico lived in blazing magnificence. But since 
many of the gachupin business men in Mexico were often un- 
educated and uncouth as vs'cll as rapaciously aggressive, they 
came finally to be looked upon with contempt by the creoles, 
who never had been allcns’cd the advantages of commerce and 
who, like many gentlemen of England, came to look upon work 
of any kind as degrading. Even In agriculture, Spain made its 
prohibitions for the benefit of Spaniards at home. Crop cultiva- 
tion was reduced to a minimum of a few staples, like com, beans, 
chili, cotton. In some years, plantation owners left eighty per cent 
of their holdings to grow up in weeds. 

Bribery and the law’s delay were accepted conventions. Justice 
was a commodity to be bargained for. Accused men languished 
for years in jail and in many cases died before the court ever got 
around to trying them. Graft was as prevalent as termites in the 
hot lands. Custom officials held out a palm and winked an eye 
at smugglers. Petty officials robbed and cheated the Indians and 
gave a rake-ofi to men higher up. 

Communications continued to be hopelessly inadequate. Trav- 
eling was dangerous because bandits lurked by the roads and 
trails. Education retrogressed and became increasingly an affair 
for the well-to-do. The schools the friars had set up for the 
Indians were Cifceit over by die creoles, who esme to resent 
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learning in the natives. Spanish artisans, who had been nig- 
gardly about teaching Indian apprentices their skills, gradually 
caused Indians to be prohibited from practicing certain crafts. 
Experimentation in any field was frowned on. There was noth- 
ing to foster ingenuity in either the Indian or the mestizo. Since 
there was virtually no market for Mexican goods, there was no 
incentive to produce. Only those persons talented in architecture, 
painting, or sculpture could find proper outlets of self-expression. 

Humboldt, in speaking of the Academy of Fine Arts in 1803 
— and giving it credit for much that had been done before it 
came into existence — wrote: 

It is impossible not to perceive the influence of this establishment 
on the taste of the nation. This influence is particularly visible in the 
symmetry of the buildings, in the perfection with which the hewing 
of stone is conducted, and in the ornaments of the capitals and stucco 
relievos. What a number of beautiful edifices are to be seen in 
Mexico! Nay, even in provindal towns like Guanajuato and Quer^- 
tarol These monuments, which frequently cost a million and s 
million and a half of francs, would appear to advantage in the finest 
streets of Paris, Berlin, and Petersburg. M. Tolsa, professor of sculp- 
ture at Meadco, was even able to cast an equestrian statue of King 
Charles the Fourth; a work which, with the exception of Marcus 
Aurelius at Rome, surpasses in beauty and purity of style everything 
which remains in this way in Europe. Insiniction is communicated 
gratis at the Academy of Fine Arts. It is not confined alone to the 
drawing of landscapes and figures; they have the good sense to employ 
other means for exciting the uational industry. The academy labors 
successfully to introduce among the artisans a taste for elegance and 
beautiful forms. Large rooms lighted by Argand’s lamps contain every 
evening some hundreds of young people, of whom some draw from 
relievo or living models, while others copy drawings of furniture, 
chandeliers, or other ornaments in bronze. In this assemblage (and 
this is very remarkable in the midst of a country where the preju- 
dices of the nobility against the castes are so inveterate) rank, color, 
and race arc confounded: we see the Indian and the mestizo sitting 
beside the white, and the son of a poor artisan in emulation wjib the 
children of the great lords of the country. It is a consolation to 
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obsen-f, that under c^•cry zone the euitivation of sdence and art 
ettablUhcs a certain equality among men, and obliterates for a time, 
at least, all those petty passions of wluck the elTccts are so prejudicial 
to social happiness. 

WitJi little to ancliof their days to, besides horseback riding 
and the pursuit of sexual adventures, the creole sons, who had no 
talent for tlte plastic arts, grew tip shiftless and irresponsible. 
They attained a certain grace in lolling and swaggering. Cut 
because of the purposelessness of their routine, the colonial 
polish, however charming, was thin indeed. And existing side 
by side with the white and the mestizo civilization, tlie Indian, 
with rare e.xcepfion, u'as a complete outsider. But he had one 
unadulterated blessing from providence— the introduction of the 
burro to lighten his unbearable burdens. 

Tlic one supreme blessing allotted to Mexico, above all Euro* 
pean nations and the North American Thirteen Colonies, 
throughout the eighteenth century, was peace. But the country 
was sealed against the intrusion of new ideas. Literature was 
rigorously censored, and through the Inquisition the church ef- 
feaivcly and painfully stopped the mouths of heretics and 
liberals. 

Yet in the last quarter of the dghtcenth century the Ameri- 
can Revolution and the French Revolution began to be discussed 
clandestinely. Liberal philosophies were smuggled into Mexico 
by contraband book and proscribed conversation. In the socio- 
logical set-up, lawyers gradually became signiHcaot, and it is 
they particularly who began a struggle for state reforms, as they 
were later to lead in the overthrow of the power of the church. 

During the reign of the enlightened King Charles III (175?- 
1788), Hb Majesty sent an investigator to Mexico to make a full 
report on the conditions. As a rcsidt, administrative reforms were 
introduced, and the Indians were relieved of considerable un- 
lawful oppression. Trade and tariff regulations were modified, 
SO that the economic structure was improved. A school of mines 
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was established. \^ceroys consulerably better caliber were sent 
to rule. But the reforms only scratched the surface of Mexico’s 
real needs, and at the end of the eighteenth century there was 
not a single free elementary school in Mexico, and such schools 
as existed were run by priests, good, bad, or indificrent. The 
next King Charles was a nincompoop who undid all the good 
of his intelligent father’s reign. His stupidity helped to precipi- 
tate the fight for freedom against the mother country which 
came early in the next century. But whatever the state of things 
that mark an advancing dvilizatton, in 1800 there was no other 
city in the New World $0 beautiful as Spanish Mexico, in spite 
of her contrasts in riches and misery. 


PART THREE 


INDEPENDENCE 


7. Patriot Priests 

”Detf<i2ir not the ohltqmtiei 0} younger 
nor detf^ir of better thingt u‘hereof there is 

Peiwcen ;hc gtnt conq\i«tot, Hctnin Conis, born in 14S5. and 
Mipjfl Hidalgo, a pariili priest born in 1755. no name of prime 
renown appears on the Mexiarj scene. The lack of well-known 
personages sho\vs how complciely Mexico was subjugaicil to the 
will and interest of Spain during the three centuries of colonial 
rule. The desire for independence t»*3S not born svith the pas- 
sionate cry for “libeny” that it later employed, but it grew 
rather out of a long-sufTermg need of reform. And though there 
was no conceivable intention of breaking with the orthodox 
church, paradoxically it %vas a priest who launched the rebellion 
against tJic established authority. 

Father Hidalgo was as beloved as Chaucer’s poof parson. Not 
only was he a shepherd of great heart who practiced the good he 
preached, but lie was a man capable of fiery action and a thinker 
who read philosophic* forbidden by the Inquisition. Like Bishop 
Qutroga, he tried to better the rude standards of living of his 
poor parishioners at Dolores, not only by aiding them in rudi- 
mentary education but by establishing local industries so they 
might employ their stiffed talents. He set up a small textile 
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works. He established a place for tanning hides and another for 
fashioning better earthenware utensils. He encouraged bee and 
silk-worm culture. He planted vineyards on the hillsides. When 
the grapes were ripening, Spanish officials ordered the Indians to 
uproot the vines, so that wine monopoly in Spain might lose no 
jot of revenue. Father Hidalgo protested in vain. The tearing 
up of the vines from the soil tore at the heartstrings of the priest, 
and he resolved to do his mightiest to strike off the Spanish 
yoke. 

In the nearby city of Qucrctaro was a group of thinkers and 
army officers who belonged to a literary society founded to dis- 
cuss, in secret, revolutionary sentiments. Their ideas of reform 
were mild enough. They did not desire to establish a republic, but 
merely wanted Mexico to be governed by men born in Mexico 
and not by officious Spaniards. Hidalgo was invited to meet them. 
Prominent in the group was an eager young captain named 
Ignacio Alicnde, who was also a landowner and devotee of bull- 
fighting. Another member was Josefa Ortiz Dominguez, the 
wife of the mayor. Both Alicnde and Senora Ortiz Dominguez 
were sincerely interested in the welfare of the Indians. But the 
chief concern of the society was to e.xpcl the sucking gachupines 
from their land. They hoped to win over the creole army officers 
m various towns so that the tiddanee could be accomplished with- 
out bloodshed, if possible. They purposed to make their formal 
declaration of independence in December at the fair of San Juan 
de Lagos. But their activities were treacherously disclosed to the 
government. Before the leaders could be arrested, however, the 
mayor’s wife discovered the danger at a secret conference in her 
own house at which her husband was present. She tapped on the 
floor to a servant waiting in a room beneath for the signal. He 
rushed to inform Captain Alicnde. The latter rode through the 
night to Dolores to wain Father Hidalgo and ask his advice. 
It was the night of September fifteenth. The aroiued priest 
listened to the captain and made a swift decision. Although there 
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waj flo lime now to ivin over ihc creofe army, he ivould appeal 
directly to the Induni. 

Before dawn the church bell began an insistent ringing in a 
new way. Those who were not already awake were aroused by 
the clamor and dressed hurriedly. The diurcfi was soon over- 
flowing. As the sun broke, Hidalgo, his eyes lighted tsath seraphic 
fire, took his place in the pulpit. He o/Terwl hb dark-skinned 
children freedom if the)’ were ready to fight for it. "Will you 
make an effort to regain the lands the greedy Spaniards stole 
from your forefathers three centuries ago?" 

As the good man spoke, with prophetic zeal, the «’ords 
“libeny" and "emancipation" took on a kind of magic. On in- 
spiration he seized the churdt banner bearing the image of the 
Indian Virgin of Guadalupe and elevated it before them. The 
Lady was to be thdr eonejucring symbol. The congregation 
began to shout, "Long live independeneer Holding the banner 
aloft, he mardicd down the aisle and out of the little church. 
The Indians followed, ready to dare anything. Though the)- had 
no firearmf*-for these were forbidden to them by the auihori- 
ticf-^ey seized machetes, pitchforks, sc) thes, dubs. Indians from 
the neighboring villages joined them with makeshift implements 
of war. By noon, a troop of ill-equippcd but passionate crusaders 
was on the march. 

Within two months the army had growm to almost a hundred 
thousand. At first, the rebels met svith success. Totally unpre- 
pared for such an insurreclion, the Spanbh authorities lost 
town after town. The clergy became alarmed. Monks armed 
with pistols and crucifixes galloped on horseback, like so many 
Paul Res'crcs, aiicad of the oncoming rebels and begged the com- 
mon people nor to join the accursed ones. But they had little 
or no effect. The ragged bands took possession of strings of 
towns. In Celaya rioting and pilbging began. The lowest of the 
population rose to batter down the doors of Spanbh residences. 
Wcll-todo creoles were not spared. Tljcir town houses also were 
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looted. This was not at all what Allcndc and Hidalgo had 
planned. The peasant army got utterly out of control. The 
leaders could not stop the disorder. They were horrified to real- 
ize that they had stirred up not so much a fight for independence 
as a class conflict. Revenge for centuries of oppression became 
rampant. And as their followers razed creole haciendas, seized 
cattle and foodstuffs as it suited thena, the leaders foresaw they 
would lose the support of those upper-class native-born whites 
on whom they had counted. Now that the tide of revolt had 
started rising, however, it could not be checked. Hidalgo, de- 
ploring the method, yet saw that the freedom of Mexico would 
come this bloody way— by Indian uprising and the terrorization 
of the gachupin. 

The city of Guanajuato fell after a terrific slaughtering of 
Hidalgo’s Indians by artillery fire. Then, in turn, the Indians 
massacred as many of the Spaniards as Hidalgo could not save. 
From Guanajuato the rebel forces marched to Valladolid and 
took it without a struggle, as the Spaniards fled pellmell. 

The news of the revolt and the successes spread like a grass 
fire. Sympathetic bands flaming with patriotism or a mere desire 
for loot sprang up mushroom-lifcc, won over villages, and swept 
into towns. Gachupines and bishops fled to safety as they could. 
Northern Mexico was soon completely in control of the insur- 
gents. 

While the white-haired priest of Dolores under the grandiose 
title of “Captain-General of America” had subdued the govern- 
mental forces in the north, another younger priest was organiz- 
ing an army in the south, Jose Maria Morelos had been a pupil 
of Hidalgo’s when the latter was rector of the little College of 
San Nicolas at Valladolid. He was the son of a poor village car- 
penter. A mestizo, he was reputed to have also a strain of Negro 
blood which came from African slaves brought into Michoac^ 
in the early part of the seventeenth century. From his Indian 
ancestry he inherited his shortness in stature; he stood barely five 
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for the biggest part of their army was in the north trying to 
recapture San Luis Potosi. The desperate viceroy ordered the 
doll image called the Virgen de los Remedios to be brought by 
carriage from its mountain shrine to the great cathedral. This 
Virgin, which was reputed to have saved Cort« once, was now 
invoked again to save the Spaniards from the avenging Indians. 
In view of a packed congregation the viceroy knelt before the 
doll and prayed for the city’s deliverance. Then, climactically, he 
publicly proriaimed the blank-eyed image “Gjromander of the 
Spanish Army.” This white Virgin was now pitted against the 
brown Virgin of Guadalupe. 

Oddly enough, the event coinrided with the turning point in 
the war. While Allcnde urged immediate attack, Hidalgo tem- 
porized. Either he dreaded the slaughter of his forces by Spanish 
cannon or he feared that if his undisciplined horde got loose in 
the city and started pillaging, he could never gel them together 
again. Against all advice, he dedded the time was not ripe for 
taking the capital, and ordered a dreuitous march to Guana- 
juato. This fatal withdrawal lost the revolution. 

In furious disappointment, peons as well as creoles began to 
desert in shoals. Hidalgo’s baggage trains and what cannon he 
had were seized by the SpaniA General Calleja, who was re- 
turning from the north. Allcnde was separated from Hidalgo. 
While Allcnde carried on the actual war, which became more 
bloody with merdless reprisals on both sides, Hidalgo went on 
to Guadalajara and prepared to set up his own government. 

With his farces shrunken to less than half, Hidalgo announced 
his emancipation proclamation, by which all slaves were freed 
and the lands were to be restored to the Indians. As defeats 
came one after another, Hidalgo continued to proclaim his con- 
structive program for the future. ‘‘Crafts will be stimulated, in- 
dustry will come to life. In a few years the inhabitants of this 
fertile land will enjoy the benefits which the Sovereign Author 
of Nature has poured over this vast continent.” 
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At last AUcndc and Hidalgo once more joined forces. But 
again Hidalgo's military judgment was bad, and their troops 
were shot to bits. The final undoing came from treachery, after 
the pattern of Mexico's sad history. One of his own creole ofS- 
eexs tricked Allende and destre^ed his remaining forces. The 
gallant young leader was captured and shot in the back as a 
traitor. Shonly afterwards Hidalgo too was captured. He was 
first degraded by the church and then executed. The heads of 
both the aged Hidalgo and the young Alicndc were severed and 
forw'arded to Guanajuato. There, atop the fortress wall, they 
were set up as griazly souvenirs. In wet or burning weather, for 
ten long years, the heroic heads remained, darkening and shrivel- 
ing before the public gaze. Not until jSai, when independence 
was actually achieved, were the ghastly masks removed. But even 
though Hidalgo’s mortal head suffered a decade of indignity 
as it moldered mutely on a foettess wall, his Grr/o de Dolores 
and his summoning bell on that mid-September dawn in 1810 
went echoing down the corridors of history. 

That other fighting priest, )os€ Maria Morelos, still held the 
field in the south. His power grew as political events in Spain 
swung pendulum-like from right to left and left to right. Besides 
the crusading zeal of Father Hidalgo, Morelos possessed quali- 
ties of military strategy and a statesmanlike mind which the 
older priest lacked. Having seen that the cotton-suited Indian 
mob, armed with farm implements, could never defeat Spanish 
artillery, Morelos created small, wdl-disciplined army units 
equipped with guns captured from the Spaniards. He proved 
such a genius for strategy that he was able to capture city after 
city — Orizaba, Oaxaca, Acapulco — and he was as adept at main- 
taining order as he was at fighting. He gathered to his ranks 
bands of horsemen, including creole landowners about Cbil- 
pancingo. Morelos had the skill, too, to pick worthy lieutenants. 
Among fie most raluabk was an illieaasr mestho pessanJ named 
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Iturbide, who merrily chased down guerrillcros and shot hb pns- 
oners by the hundreds. 

Too much of Morelos’s valuable energy was spent in saving 
his congress, which he had brought along with his troops, s 
he was conducting hb lepslators to a retreat at the rebel town 
of Tchuacan, Morelos risked his life by a feint to get the enemy 
off their trail. Forced to take refuge under some bushes, he was 
captured by a lieutenant who had formerly served under him. 
Brought before the viceroy in Mexico City, Morelos was ordw ^ 
to be shot, “as secretly as possible in the outskirts of the city, 
so as not to tempt a general uprbing. His jailer offered him 
escape, but he would not accept the offer. 

After Morelos’s execution, at the end of 1815, the priest-inspiren 
revolt for independence was soon over. TTie only significant 
leader who retained sufficient power and enough men to be 
called an army was Vicente Guerrero, in the southern mountains. 
The new viceroy, Apodaca, offered him a military command and 
a sum of money if he would give up the struggle. But Guerrero 
was too imbued with Morelos’s high principles. With his moun- 
taineers he continued to defy Spanbh rule in the rugged province 
that immortalizes hb name, ^cept for this courageous and in- 
corruptible peasant who was to live to see himself the second 
president of the republic, the immediate struggle for independ- 


ence was over. 



8. Upstart Emperor 

^‘Consider tvhat men are when they are eating, 
sleeping, generating, easing themselves and so 
forth. Then what hind of men they are when 
they are imperioiu and arrogant, or angry and 
scolding from their eletfoted place. But a short 
time ago to how many they were slaves and for 
what things; and after a Utile time consider in 
what a condition they tvill be’’ 

MARCUS Aimaius 

Morelos had overreached himself by his radical ideology. If he 
had coRcenvated absolutely on running the gachupines out of 
Mexico before he promulgated hb democratic plan, Mexican in- 
dependence might have been achieved with reasonable facility. 
But he had frightened and alienated the powerful upper classes 
by putting emphasb on racial equality. As it svas, independence 
Was merely delayed for six years aher the death of Morelos 
in 1815. 

In the interim there arrived stimulating reports of the suc- 
cess of the great South American patriots BoUvar and San 
Martin, who were struggling to liberate a continent. In Mexico 
the watchful Augustin de Jtuibidc was biding hb time to strike 
on his own for independence. And when occasion knocked, 
the alert opportunist was ready. With his shrewd political sense 
to back his militarblic talents, he brought about the “liberation” 
in nine brief months. 

Because of his deebive defeat of Morelos, Iturbidc had been 
made commander of the army in the north and appointed gov- 
ernor ot hb native province. It was a swift rise for a young 
109 
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man who had been a mere lieutenant in i8io. But from his 
childhood Iturbidc was enamored of tales of warfare and he had 
intended to rise. Born in the city of Valladolid — subsequently 
called Morelia— on the twenty-seventh of September, 1783, he 
had entered military service at the age of fifteen. Iturbidc was 
an odd-looking fellow with luxuriant “sideburns” curling m 
half-moons almost to the comers of his mouth. With the years 
his right eye had become considerably smaller than his left, as 
if narrowed by perpetual scheming. His fearlessness and devil- 
may<are charm, however, made him a hero to his soldiers, not- 
withstanding his vicious treatment of his enemies. 

Now he was hero to the royalist administration and the church 
also. But his conduct shortly became so reprehensible that he 
was recalled, charged with unnecessary cruelty and flagrant em- 
bezzlement. The case against him was dropped, ostensibly be- 
cause of his war record, but really because too many high-ups 
in government were parties to his thefts. Yet he was not per- 
mitted to resume any of hts commands. Having spent his gain* 
in reckless extravagance, he retired temporarily to private life 
not only under a cloud but in much reduced circumstances. 

Then, after a plausible interval, he did what many a shrewd 
politician has done — he professed piety. Moreover, he sought 
a holy retreat in which to prove his contrition and devotion. 
For his worldly cleansing he was careful to choose a monastery. 
La Profesa, that was popular with the highest among the 
hierarchy. Here Iturbidc would pause in his prayers and penances 
to listen to the reactionaries aiguing advantages to themselves 
to be gained by McMcan independence. They did not like what 
was going on in the mother country. To keep himself on the 
throne, the Spanish King Ferdinand had been forced to accept 
a liberal constitution, which was anathema to the clergy in Mex- 
ico. They looked with horror on such things as freedom of the 
press and any nibbling at church properties by the state. So a 
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direct break with Spain seemed the only course by which they 
might continue to wield their extraordinary power. 

Iturbide’s dynamic personality soon attracted the bishops, who 
became thoroughly convinced of his conservatism and his Catho- 
lic loyalty, however dubious an eye they may have cast upon his 
piety. He seemed the ideal champion to fight the dragon of 
sodal reform spawned by those dead and excommunicated 
priests, Hidalgo and Morelos. His abilities were recommended 
to the viceroy, Apodaca, who recalled his bloody war record. 
Soon he was commissioned to lead a force against the rebel, 
Guerrero, who was still invincible in the south. The new levy- 
ing of troops was to a degree a pretext for proclaiming the abso- 
lute power of King Ferdinand, as against the new liberal con- 
stitution in Spain. 

When Iturbide met with military defeat, he trickily decided 
to turn it to viaory fay pretending to be converted to the rebel 
cause. To catch Guerrero-~-as well as the attention of all Mexico 
—he conceived hb own plan of independence, read it to his sol- 
diers, who swore allegiance to it. By its terms Mexico was to 
become independent, but as a constitutional monarchy, not a 
democracy. The throne was to be offered to Ferdinand or some 
other member of European royalty. The Catholic church was not 
to lose any of its extraordinary privilege, and its property was 
to remain intact. There was to be equality between gachupincs 
and cnoUos. Officials of all categories, ecclesiastical, military, and 
ciril, were to remain in office, if they agreed to the plan; if not, 
they were to be dismbsed. Former rebels were to be forgiven. 
This shrewd, statesmanlike declaration, known as the Plan of 
Iguala because it was drafted in that town, more or less em- 
braced everything that the literary society of Queretaro had en- 
visioned before Hidalgo’s stirring up of the Indians had made 
the movement a socii revolution. It was a far cry, however, 
from the redbtribution of wealth and the racial equality promul- 
gated by Morchs st Ckilpandaga The cauby slogan was 
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“Liberty, Union, and Religion.” In his most conciliatory manner, 
Iturblde besought an interview with Guerrero to beguile him 
into accepting the “Plan of the Three Guarantees.” Guerrero, 
after long debating with himself, came to believe that joining 
forces with Iturbidc might be the quickest way to rid Mexico 
of Spanish overlords. So he agreed to support his former enemy s 
cause. 

Since there vvas only gain in the Plan for them, the creoles 
were ready adherents. And after an initial hesitancy many ropl- 
ist officers began deserting and taking their troops with them 
to Iturblde. With the aid of the most formidable insurgent, 
linked with that of all the creoles and many Spanish officers, 
Iturbidc had almost everything he needed for victory except 
money. Securing money presented no serious obstacle to the re- 
sourceful schemer. He hnt got a moderate sum by furiusbing 
convoy guards for a silver train from Mexico City to Acapulco, 
whence 500,000 pesos were to be shipped to Spanish merchants 
in Manila. Pocketing the commission as small change, Ituihide 
himself seized upon the whole fortune be had been paid to 
safeguard, as the mule caravan wound over the mountain pass. 
With the stolen silver he paid his soldiers enough to hold them 
in arms. 

By summer only four cities still proclaimed allegiance to the 
flag of Spain. When a neiv viceroy arrived in July at yellow- 
fever-infested Vera Cruz and saw how the wind blew, he agreed 
to support Iturblde to save his own skin and the lives of his staff. 
So he was allowed to proceed to Mexico City and take nominal 
charge, while the creole commander further strengthened his 
grasp. Iturblde had played his cards so skillfully that there was 
little bloodshed in the last stage of the rebellion. The Spanish 
army in the federal district marched quietly down to the sea 
and shortly sailed for Spain. Now, as master of Mexico and 
styling himself “liberator,” Iturbide mounted a black charger 
and at the head of armed forces made his triumphal entry into 
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the capital on the twenty-seventh of September. The date marked 
bis thirty-eighth birthday. 

Mexico’ s independence was an aexomplished fact. The move- 
ment Father Hidalgo had generated, and nourished with his 
life’s blood, had been achieved — ^with a big difference. Though 
it meant independence from Spdn and Spanish extortion, Ac 
liberation was merely the change of one set of reactionary mas- 
ters for another. Now there were no royal edicts to prevent the 
privileged from preying upon the people's ignorance to their 
hearts’ satisfaction. AH the good intentions for the general wel- 
fare promulgated by the two patriot priests were discarded. The 
unposscssing ninety per cent of the population had seemingly 
gained nothing from their years of insurgence and sacrifice. In- 
stead of the republic Morelos had wanted, with class distinctions 
eliminated and the vast differences between the very rich and 
the very poor considerably leveled, Iturbide set about to create a 
“constitutional monarchy.” 

’Thb move was one of the most mocking in the long history of 
Me»can anti-climaxes that range from the ludicrous to the 
ghastly. A rubber stamp of cynical, hypocritical demagogy was 
cut, to last many decades. The gullible, helpless masses were so 
frequently deluded that betrayal became an infectious virus and 
instability the accepted order. 

During the fifty-five years between 1821 (Augustin de Itur- 
bide) and 1876 (Porfirio Diaz) Mexico was ruled by forty presi- 
dents, two emperors, and a few provisional governments and 
regencies. Interlarding the governmental changes were insurrec- 
tions, pronundamentos, barrack switches, sudden flights, sudden 
deaths, and complete reversals of gorcmmcntal policy. Mexico 
was like the centipede on its back distracted to consider which 
foot came first and which came next 

Ensconced in the capita! as head of a Regency of Five, Itur- 
bide, as one of his first patriotic acts, had himself voted a salary 
of one hundred and twenty-five thousand pesos a year for life. 
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Next he gave over the idea of offering a Mexican crown to some 
European prince. Seeing himself as a New World Napoleon, he 
hired a claque to call on him to be emperor. After a show of 
declining the clamoring offer, he reappeared on his balcony and 
suffered himself to be drafted to the throne. On May eighteenth, 
1822, the formalities of Ms election by an uncnthusiastic and 
divided congress were completed. In July the coronation took 
place, amid gaudy festivities. A little dressmaker who had once 
been attached to Napoleon’s court gave advice and direction as 
to mise en seine, costumes, deportment. It was necessary to create 
a new aristocracy. Iturbidc’s old father and mother did not mind 
being addressed as prince and princess, but they felt like amateur 
play actors simulating royal behavior. The seven Iturbidc chil- 
dren were in high fettle at becoming princes and princesses of 
the royal blood, like boys and girls In fairy ulcs. Protocol was 
a bit ragged, however, and a subject of venomous contention. 

Followed by their ncw-thled relatives and retinue, Iturbide 
and his wife drove in royal procession through the decorated 
streets. Their smiles glittered like the fake crown jewelry with 
which they were bedecked. (The real jewels demanded of the 
director of the national pawn shop had been refused.) In the 
great cathedral, where High Mass was celebrated, not one 
bishop, but four, presided. Senor and Senora Iturbide were duly 
anointed and crowned. Belb pealed with brazen joy. The mob 
made drunken merriment. The air was rent by salvos of artillery 
fire saluting Emperor Augustin I. 

For a few dazzling months the iturbidcs lived in high estate. 
Then Nemesis appeared, in the guise of a septuagenarian friar. 
Fray Servando dc Teresa y Micr, who returned from an exile 
that had lasted almost three decades. An intellectual of strong 
opinions, he had been deported for his heresy in tactlessly denying 
the miracle of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Straightway elected to 
congress, he immediately began to make a joke of the Iturbidc 
pretensions. With mordant wit he mocked the emperor’s arro- 
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gancc and the court’s affectations. Ridicule has an especially keen 
edge in Mexico and many a puffed-up fellow has cut his throat 
against its blade. Congressmen began to grin. Waves of laughter 
ran through the populace like an infection. Even the jailing of 
Fray Servando, along with several disaffected congressmen, did 
not stop the jeers. 

When hurbide could get no concened action out of his balk- 
ing legislators, he took unto himself dictatorial powers. He 
counted on the backing of his army. But often army officers in 
Mexico were ardent only so long as the salaries were forthcom- 
ing. The cupboard was now bare of cash. The mere breath of 
praise and promise was too aerial a coinage to keep generals 
content As they began to hand in their resignations, there popped 
up another opportunist as ambitious as Imrbide and as gifted in 
personal magnetism and duplicity. This was a youngish army 
officer of strong conservative convictions, named Antonio Ldpez 
de Santa Anna. 

Sciibg upon the word “republic” as a symbol to rally the 
enenues of hurbide and the tinsel monarchy, this handsome 
creole instigated a rebellion at Vera Ouz. The former insurgent 
leaders against the Spaniards were quick to emerge to take up 
the fight against Emperor Augustin. Guerrero, realizing how he 
had been duped by Iturbid^ joined forces with Santa Anna — 
only to be duped by him, in turn, later. Soon the entire army 
went over to the new cry for “freedom.” And those very gen- 
erals who had propped Iturbidc on the throne now helped topple 
him off. The monarch had hardly got used to the set of bis 
imperial garments before he bad to cast them aside and don 
traveling clothes for exile. On March twenty-ninth, 1823, be of- 
fered to abdicate. He chose Leghorn, Italy, as the seat of his 
retirement and he accepted an annual allowance of $25,000 as 
befitting an ex-emperor’j state. 

Feeling abominably mistreated and misjudged, and believing 
he could still regain his power, Iturbidc could not acclimate 
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himself to Leghorn. He soon left for London, where he pub- 
lished a statement. Without waiting to hear the reaction in 
Mexico, he took ship on May eleventh and sailed for home, 
confident of his retrieved high destiny. Meanwhile, congress 
had declared him a traitor and an outlaw and even passed the 
death sentence on him if his banished carcass were ever found 
on Mexican soil again. 

When Iturbidc arrived, ignorant of the act of outlawry, he 
disembarked in disguise and proceeded to the town of Padilla. 
Here he was recognized and arrested — the day was July nine- 
teenth, 1824— and shot immediately, without ceremony. Itur- 
bide’s dowtvward plunge from an imperial throne to an obscure 
execution was more swift than bis compatriot Morelos’s rise to 
power had been. The cruel irony of his end made him a prime 
national hero in the eyes of the clergy and many of the upper 
class. Today he is fondly spoken of as “the Liberator” by die- 
hard conservatives in Mexico. And, beyond doubt, without Itur- 
bide the coming of Mexican independence would certainly have 
been delayed. But, as Bertram Wolfe so aptly pointed out, ‘‘inde- 
pendence as a political preliminary to social change had been 
converted into independence as a preventive for social change.” 

With the abortive empire dissolved, a republic so-called was 
established. With the conservatives split both over the rise and 
fall of Iturbide, the more liberal elements were able to control 
the new congress, which met in November of 1823 to adopt a 
constitution. When the elections took place next year, the rebel 
guenillero, Guadalupe Victoria, was elected president by the 
state Icgislatiucs. Here now was the great chance for liberalism 
to follow through with the best diat Hidalgo and Morelos had 
envisioned for the salvation of Mexico. But the intrepid fighter 
had small talent for statesmanship and he muffed his great op- 
portunity, despite the fact that during most of his term of office 
Mexico was at peace. Apparently the peasant president forgot 
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^^o^clos’s promise of land for the peasants. He sought to retain 
his power by not otTending the plantation owners. Church lands 
and haciendas not only were not confiscated, they were not 
taxed. To meet the vast annual defidcs, Guadalupe Victoria be- 
gan borrowing money from abroad, thm starting the promiscu- 
ous mortgaging of Mexico at exorbitant rates to foreign powers. 

From the earliest period to the last day of her possession of 
power in Mexico, Spain had zealously kept from the rest of the 
tvorld information relative to Netv Spain, and, conversely, the 
Mexicans were woefully ill-tnformcd about other men and lands. 
In the years immediately following independence, the foreigners 
who were admitted to Mexico were astounded at the general 
ignorance concerning the state of Europe. As one British com- 
mentator who arrived during the regime of the first president 
wrote; “Both men and women in general— Relieve the continent 
to be under the domination of Spain; that England, France, Italy, 
Holland, Germany are only so many paltry states or provinces 
to which the King of Spain appoints governors, who superin- 
tend the manufactories for the ^nefit of that country. I found it 
dangeroiu to contradict this flatly. One lady asked me where a 
muslin dress had been made? ‘in England,’ 'and how came it 
here?’ ‘probably through Spain/ / replied: ‘well then, what is 
England but the workshop of Spain?’ Many think that the riches 
of Spain enable the others, and as they call them, ‘the poorer 
parts of Europe,’ to live.” 

Great Britain was overjoyed at the liberation of Mexico and the 
other Latin American countries one by one. She had long had an 
eye on the trade of the Spanish colonics. Now, when independ- 
ence was achieved, she moved to get a foothold in their commer- 
cial development. 

The man responsible for the immediate British penetration 
into Latin American commerce was the ultra-shrewd and far- 
seeing George Canning. He had been made foreign minister in 
1822, just as Iturbide was finding his scat on the imperial throne 
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anything but comfortable. Perhaps better than anyone else. Can- 
ning realized the advantage to England of Latin America’s re- 
birth as a series of independent republics. He saw, too, that the 
other great European powers should be kept out of range of 
influence. So England was the prime supporter of the Monroe 
Doctrine of 1823. With British ships to bade United States fight- 
ing men when cither were necessary, the way was cleared for 
Great Britain to make investments in virgin territory. When the 
central European powers threatened to assist Spain to regain her 
American colonies, Carming strongly hinted that they would first 
have to sink the British fleet. 

Among the Englishmen who came to observe Mexico at first 
hand in 1823 was Mr. W. Bullock, who had been proprietor of 
the London Museum. For six months be wandered over the 
country and made comments on the natural productions, the 
state of society, antiquities and manufactories. The last of these, 
in which he was especially interested, took up no more than half 
a dozen pages in his fivc-hundred-page book on Mexico, which 
John Murray published in 1824. The reason, of course, was that 
the manufacture of goods in Mexico was a rarity because of 
Spain's prohibitions, and new industries had not yet got started, 
partly because of a genera! abhorrence of factory life. Bullock 
wrote: 

The account of manufactories of New Spain will occupy but a 
small space. The practice of the mother country in keeping the colonies 
dependent 00 her as much as possible induced her to frame strong 
laws for this purpose. ... A few coarse woollens and cottons, amount- 
ing in the whole country to scarcely a million and a half sterling, 
were, it appears, formerly made; but during the revolution even these 
have diminished. 

The wretched system in which public manufaaories arc conducted 
is of itself sufHdent to disgust even the most degraded and lowest 
of human species. Instead of encouraging the love of labor and in- 
dustry, as the means of obtaining comfort, wealth and enjoyment, 
it is here accompanied by slavery, poverty, and misery. Every manu- 
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factory that requires many hands is strictly a prison, from which the 
WTCtched inmates cannot remove, and are treated with the utmost 
rigor. Many of them are really confined for a number of years for 
crimes against the fawi; and others, by borrowing a sum of money 
from the owners, pledge their persons and their labors till they redeem 
it, which it often happens is never done. The proprietor, instead of 
paying in money, supplies them with spirits, tobacco, etc., and by 
these means they increase, rather than liquidate the original debt. 

At one of these places, near the city, where svoollens are made 
. . . they have mass said for the wretched inmates on the premises; 
but high walls, double doors, barred windows, and severe corporal 
punishmentf inflicted in these places of forced industry, male them 
as bad as the worst-conduaed gaol in Europe. As the people receive 
their ideas of manufactories from such place, can we wonder at the 
detesution in which they are held? What mutt their opinion of 
Europe be, tvhich they are raugbt to esnsider at the pbee where all 
the manufactured articles imported are produced, and, as they sup* 
pose, arried on by the same system? But this state of things annoc 
long remain; a liberal Government like the present will surely devise 
a remedy for to great an evil, while the introduction of artisans from 
Europe, and the steam-engines which are now erecting at two of the 
mines, will give the natives an idea of our mechanical knowledge, 
and tend greatly to prepare them tor iroprovemeni. 

Mr. Bullock listed lacks and needs and tastes of the citizens, 
so that English industrialists might know what would make 
profitable business. But he cautioned his countrymen against co- 
ercion and made it clear that the Indian workmen were unusu- 
ally averse to innovation. "A common wheelbarrow is much too 
complex a machine to be used in removing rubbish from the 
mine, and the superintendent was obliged to submit to two men 
dragging about half as much earth on a raw hide as one could 
have removed with case on a barrow.” Yet he sanguinely opined 
that he had no doubt they would gradually be brought to know 
the superiority of the Englbh mechanics. 

Mr. Bullock’s book was one of several produced by English- 
men in the first decade of the republic to attest to the growing 
importance of Mexico to the commercial enterprise of Britain. 
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He was so optimistic over prospects that despite the predilection 
for French silk stockings and Swiss watches and German linen, 
he wrote; “Bur, in a short time, I have no doubt that little else 
will be seen in Mexico but Englbh manufactured goods and 
English fashions.” 

The first British charge d’affaires to Mexico, Mr. H. G. Ward, 
did his country signal service. Possessing charm as well as shrewd 
business sense, he captivated Mexican society and established 
British commercial interests on such a basis that for six decades 
Great Britain was to hold undisputed first place among foreign 
capitalists. (The United States did not begin its flush time of 
investment until the middle of the i88o’s, after Porfirio Diaz 
had become dictator.) Suavely Mr. Ward added fuel to the 
smoldering fire of suspicion Mexico now held of the United 
States as a potential aggressor, desirous of more territory. 

The first American minister to Mexico, Dr. Joel Poinsett of 
South Carolina, was no match for the Britbh chargd in diplo* 
matic adroitness. As to hb background and qualities Poinsett 
seemed an ideal choice, though he himself was far from eager 
for the appointment. Poinsett was a gentleman and he had had 
the advantages of a European education, having smdied at Wool- 
wich Military Academy and the University ^ Edinburgh. He 
had traveled in Russia and Asia and fulfilled diplomatic mis- 
sions in Argentina and Chile. He spoke Spanbh fluently and 
had been a strong supporter of the Spanbh-Amcrican struggle 
for independence. Only two years previously he had been to 
Mexico as a special agent of his country at the court of Iturbide, 
to whom he expounded hb ideas of democracy. Robert Owen, 
the famotis Britbh philanthropbt and socialist, who met Poinsett 
in Mexico, was so impressed by hb qualities and his ideas that 
he spoke of the South Carolinian as more of *‘a citizen of the 
world than anyone else I know.” Yet Poinsett did cot succeed 
in Mexico. Part of tie IsSacc of h& mission was due to circum- 
stances over which he had no control and part to hb over-zealous 
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actions to assist Mexico to be a thoroughgoing democracy. Where 
the Britisher Ward played a masterly and subtle game, Poinsett 
in all good faith directly meddled in the internal affairs of 
Mexico. 

At this time the new Mexican government was largely made 
up of army officers drawn from all faaions. The nvo most im- 
portant groups were members of rival branches of Freemasonry. 
The Scottish Rite Masons were hrgely conservatives who la- 
voted a monarchy. In the York Rite Masons were the liberals 
both creole and mestizo who would tolerate nothing but a Re- 
publican form of government. Dr. Poinsett supported the 
Yor^inos with undisguised ardor and alienated completely the 
other powerful group. He made no diplomatic pretense of being 
neutral. In hts zeal for democracy he saw himself a Mexican 
patriot. Branded by the conservatives as a rank radical, the South- 
erner could ha'-^ly have been anything more radical than a 
Jeffersonian demoaat While the British charge flattered, Poin- 
sett warned the Mexicans of internal dangers and of certain 
unprincipled elements within the population that should not be 
encouraged and stirred up. “Under strong governments these 
bad elements turn to crime," he said, "and under weak govern- 
roenls, to revolution.” 

Nicolas Bravo, the vice president who belonged to the Scottish 
Rite group, had been against Poinsett from the first. In 1827 
this former patriot, who had fought beside Morelos and who 
had escorted the Emperor Iturbidc to lus embarkation for exile, 
was beguiled into accepting the leadership of a conservative re- 
volt against President Guadalupe Victoria. In bis pronuncia- 
miento Bravo demanded among other things the abolishment of 
secret societies and the departure of Minister Poinsett. Again it 
ivas Vicente Guerrero who rose as leader of the popular forces. 
He put down the revolt before it was fairly started and sent the 
turncoat Bravo to his own erile. But even with the strengthen- 
ing of the libera! forces, and though Vicente Guerrero himself 
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was the Grand Master of the York Rite Masons, Poinsett did not 

become popular. 

Already on his arrival in 1825, Mexico had changed her cor- 
dial attitude of the first two decades of the century and now 
regarded her northern neighbor as a natural enemy. The grow- 
ing suspicion increased. Poinsett did all in hb power to disabuse 
it. But after March, 1827, when he svas instructed by Secretary of 
State Henry Clay to make Mexico a cash offer for Texas, the 
Mexican government distrusted the United States more keenly 
and was in less mood than ever to accept the good offices of her 
envoy. In this same year almost twelve thousand American 
colonbts settled in Texas, despite Mexican immigration restric- 
tions and the demand of allegiance to the Roman Catholic faith. 

Uving in a thinly concealed hostile atmosphere was too de- 
pressing to Poinsett’s disposition. He asked to be recalled. But 
President John Quincy Adams preferred to hav' such a powerful 
friend of Andrew Jackson out of the country as eleaion time 
drew near, and he refused to recall him. Poinsett took solace in 
pursuing hb hobby of horticulture. He had red clover seeds 
brought from Long Island and introduced the succulent legume 
to Mexico. He sent back to the United States seeds of Mexican 
oaks, nutmeg, and cloves. And he immortalized his name by 
introducing to the world the Mexican shrub that blooms at 
Chrbtmas, called “Fbc Plant” and “Painted Leaf,” but chris- 
tened “poinsettia” in the botanic lexicon. 

Even the most material-minded traveler to Mexico in the 
1820’s and 1830’s was profoundly impressed by the variety and 
abundance of the flowers in Mexico. But it b Mr. Bullock, the 
flower-lover, who gives us perhaps the best coup d’ail of tbc 
city houses, and it is he who emphasizes the sad change in the 
furnbhings when the opulent Spanbh residents returned to Spain 
and took their treasures with them rather than exbt under up- 
start goycrnmcDt.'!, rirher imperial or republican. Mr. Bullock 
wrote; 



upstart Emperor 123 

Many of the ftrKts of ihe caput arc nearly two miles in length, 
perfectly level and itraighr, and with the ends terminating in the 
%ic\v of the mountains that turrouiu! the valley. Most of the houses 
arc of the same height, generally three stories, highly decorated, and 
ornamented with two towi of Inkonics of wrought iron, painted or 
gilt, and tome of bronze. The stories are very lofty, the apartmertts 
being from fifteen to twenty feet high. The first or ground floor 
is entered by a pair of large folding gates, ornamented with bronze, 
often thirty feet in height. These lead into the courtyard, surrounded 
by the house, filled with trees and flowers, and having 3 gallery to 
each floor, offering $0 many separate promenades under shelter from 
the sun and rain. The lowr apartments are generally occupied by 
the porter and other servants; the floor above is often let; but the 
highest, which is the principal, is occupied by the family themselves, 
having a separate stone staircase of great magnificence leading to 
it. 

The fronts of the houses are in genera) white, crimson, brown, or 
light green, painted in distemper, and having a pleasing appearance; 
and the dryness of (he atmosphere is such, that they retain their 
beauty unimpaired nuny years, hfany of these fronts have inscriptions 
upon them taken from scripture, or stanzas addressed to the Saviour 
or his divine Mother. . . . 

But the furniture and internal decorations of moft of the houses 
ill accord with (heir external appearances. The closing of the mines, 
(he expulsion of the rich Spanish families, and sixteen years of revo- 
lutionary warfare, with all the concomitant miseries, have wrought a 
melancholy alteration in the fortunes of individuals, and in the 
genera] state of the country; and in this the capital bears no incon- 
siderable share. The superb tables, chandeliers, and other articles of 
furniture of solid silver, the luagnificenr mirrors and pictures, framed 
in the same precious metal, have now passed through the mint, and 
in (he shape of dollars are circulating over Europe and Asia; and 
families whose incomes have exceeded half a million per annum can 
now scarcely procure the means of a scanty existence. 

However much there was of dechne in the luxury of private 
living, divine service in the churches was still celebrated with 
wonted glory. A procession which Mr. Bullock saw from the 
cathedral far exceeded in order and regularity, in the grandeur 
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of vestments, in gold and silver, anything he had ever seen. “The 
processions of Rome suffered by comparison.” Coming from 
England, he was particularly impressed with the utter democ- 
racy of the congregation, of the lack of distinction of pews and 
scats, so universal in his country. “Here on the same floor, the 
poorest Indians and the highest personages in the land mix in- 
discriminately in their prayers to that being to whom earthly 
distinctions arc unknown.” 

But though on the Mexican church floor all class distinction 
was forgotten, in the political as well as the social arena, the 
complexion and the degree of breeding still figured. In 1828 
when the popular hero Guerrero, “an ignorant man of the lower 
class,” ran against an educated white roan, Manuel Gomez 
Pedraza, class distinction did enter in the voting. The latter 
won by a majority of one state legislature's electoral votes out of 
the nineteen. The election was appealed, but congress sustained 
the Gdmez Pedraza victory. The Guerrero supporters decided 
to resort to arms. 

Seizing the contentious occasion, the reactionary Santa Anna, 
who wished to be known as founder of the Mexican republic 
since he had been the prime instrument of Iturbide’s downfall, 
mrned liberal. With high-flown sentiments and a show of arms 
he espoused the cause of Guerrero. Though he was defeated him- 
self, he had stirred up the mob and enough of the army to create 
general confusion and a new outburst of looting. When the 
smoke cleared, Guerrero took office as the second President of 
the Mexican republic. Santa Anna smiled deceptively and awaited 
the psychological hour to create or take advantage of, the next 
crisis. 

For all his sterling qualities, the rugged Guerrero unfortunately 
was no more prepared to administer a nation than Guadalupe 
Victoria. Because of his lack of education, his country manners, 
his reputed Negro blood, he was held in contempt by the upper- 
class society of the capitaL 'Ibc ajnservatives chose to regard 
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him as a tripfc^sloodcil outsider, 'niosc not on his salary list 
plottwl his ousting, svhilc those on it jugglwJ /or more potver. 

In December, 1828, when street fighting occurred between 
the York and the Seoiiish Masons, and Poinsett’s life was en- 
dangered, Guerrero asked President Jackson to recall him. In his 
last address to the Mexians, Poinsett pled for a spirit of kindli- 
ness towards the United States. HU words fell mostly on deaf 
cars. \Vhcn he left Mexico he felt he had accomplished nothing 
except to have had definite iniluence on the noted physidan, 
Valentin Gomez Farias, who came to be looked upon as the 
leader of the liberals during a struggle of three decades, which 
was to reach its vindication with Benito juirez and the consti- 
tution of 1857. Poinsett adroined frankly the failure of his mis- 
sion, but W, R. Misinmg wrote, in the American Jottmal of 
International Law, "no other man of the time could have filled 
the post." 

Having sent Mexico one of her best sons as minister, the 
United States government followed him with a charge of the 
worst possible type: a spoils politician, an unprincipled "bully 
and swashbuckler,” whom Jackson himself finally called a 
"scamp." For five years he remained in Mexico, a “national dis- 
grace.” And by die rime this Anthony Butler was recalled in 
1835, relations between the adjoining republics were in most 
deplorable disrepair. 

Opposing Gdraez Faras, the intellectual leader of the con- 
servanves was Lucas Alamao, a remarkable man of high integrity 
and the most able scholar and historian of his day. By profes- 
sion this cherubic little gentleman with gold-rimmed spectacles 
was a mining engineer. In statesmanship he was as shrewd and 
determined as he was soft-spoken and shy in daily manners. 
Alamdn did not believe in the rule of the masses. He thought 
Mexico could best succeed as a monarchy. And in lieu of that 
he advocated a strong centralized ^vernment, with a military 
dictatorship if necessary. Believing that the rising power of lib- 
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cralism would completely disrupt Mexico, he joined forces with 
the creoles, the clergy, and the army. The intensely pro^panish 
Lucas Alaman was foremost among other cultured creoles who 
could not bear the idea of being governed by an unlettered 
mestizo like Guerrero, who butchered the Spanish language. 

In Vicente Guerrero’s second year of ofSce the army revolted. 
Again it was the vice-president — this time Anastasio Bustamente 
— who led the troops under cover of night into the capital and 
seized the strategic strongholds. Guerrero fled to his native moun- 
tains. Here on ground where he had defied the Spanish army 
for four years and carried on the struggle for Mexican inde- 
pendence almost single-handed, the former rebel resisted those 
who now tebeUed agairut him. But once again Guerrero was 
tricked by his incorrigible trust in men. At the port of Acapulco 
he was beguiled to visit an Italian trading vessel, where he was 
seized, bound, and declared captive. The insurgent government 
paid the shipmaster fifty thousand pesos for him. In a farcical 
show of justice Guerrero was pronounced mentally deficient. 
Then to make his incompetence incontrovertible, he was shot 
for a traitor. 

Guerrero’s death marked the end of the great four who were 
chiefly responsible for Mexican independence — Hidalgo, Morelos, 
Guerrero, the three selfless stiugglcrs for liberty, and Iturbide, 
the self-seeking egoist. Bullets from firing squads made periods 
to the earthly careers of all font. But in the Mexican chronicles 
of the first three centuries after the great Cortes himself, these 
four oddly assorted contemporaries have the most illuminated 
pages. 



P^IRT FOUR 


THE REPUBLIC 


9. The Tragi-comedy of Santa Anna 

"IVhat Jo you want? Sotili of rational men or 
irrational? Souls of ratioKoI men. Of what ra- 
tional men? Sound or unsound? Sound, Why 
then do you not teef( for them? But we hare 
them. Why then do you fight and quarrel?'' 

soaiAm 

The first five-year period of independence brought small joy and 
no serenity to hfcxico. Involving political intrigue, desertions, 
party switches, and civil strife, it was largely a free-for-all be- 
tween the criollos and gaehiipines for materbl benefits. In 1827 
the last Spanish officeholders and business men were urgently 
invited to leave the country. But irutcad of their departure bring- 
ing peace, the new republic was thrown into a financial panic 
because the Spaniards took so much capital with them. 

Wth die offending gachuptnet out of the picture, the white 
Mexicans and an increasing number of mestizos began to scrap 
among themselves for position and privilege. Despite the consti- 
tution of 1824, there was little political stability. Whichever party 
was defeated in an election fomented revolt. Elections were 
fraudulent on both sides, and for a bellyful of pulque the igno- 
rant Indians could be persuaded to vote as their benefactors com- 
manded. 
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After the downfall of Iturbidc in 1824, for more than a quar- 
ter of a century the reactionary Santa Anna, who had expediently 
proclaimed a republic, was more or less the strong man of 
Mexico. But he had to wait until the elections of 1832 before 
he was actually called to be the country’s president. In January, 
1833, as Itmbide had done, Santa Anna staged a triumphal entry 
from the cast. Now in hb fortieth year, he was seen by the public 
as an imposing and gravely handsome figure on horseback. He 
possessed the animal magnetism and Latin charm to catch the 
imagination of both the street and the drawing room. But 
because liberaUsm — which he had epoused but really despbed — 
was in the ascendancy, Santa Anna found it c.vpcdicnt to be ill 
at hb country place when inauguration day came. Most of the 
time he remained at home while hb vice-president, Valentin 
G6mez Farias, a true liberal, worked with congress to enact re- 
forms. A few of these measures hit at the church and sheared 
it of some power and revenue. Others curtailed the special privi- 
leges of the army officers. An uproar of protestation rose from 
the church, the army, and all conservative crioUos, Santa Anna 
played a wily game, temporizing to see which way the cat would 
jump. He did not overtly oppose the reforms of hb vice-president 
and congress, but he gave sympathetic audience to the outraged 
churchmen and military. 

Calculating the psychological time aptly, the president selected 
the last day in May, 1834, for hb coup d'etat. He audaciously 
shooed his congress from the Sessions Hall, locked the door, 
pocketed the key, exiled hb vice-president, and made himself 
dictator. All the reforms ihrecled against the church were voided 
and the special privileges of army officers restored. Te Deums 
were sung in the cathedral and a chorus of prayers for Santa 
Anna’s immortal soul went up ftom pious beadsmen about the 
land. Recalcitrant liberals were suppressed with a bludgeoning 
ruthlessness worthy of an Iturbidc. 

Ironically, the man whom, the Ifljccals had elevated to the presi- 
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denc)' put Af«jco into a vi« of conicrvafijiii $0 pressing that it 
was more than two decades before she could breathe freely again. 

TJic struggle for die spoils of freedom was unceasing. Like 
the disgusted rank and file of Cort6s army at the division of 
Montezuma’s treasure, almost everyone in independent hfcxico 
felt cheated. There were jostling and screaming for sinecures, 
pensions, indemnities. Chicanery, fraud, and treason dcv'cloped 
artfully. Swaggering army officers found outlaws useful in their 
employ. Tlie churclt was in a itcsv of political manipulations. 
Many idealists gave up in despair; a few over-sensitive ones 
committed suicide, 

A new centralist constitution ivas promulgated on December 
thirtieth, 1836, to nullify the constitution of 1824 devised by the 
liberals. By its terms the franchise was so restricted Utat power 
lay wholely with the privileged classes. Liberal supporters of the 
former constitution in various states put up a stout resistance. 
The wrangling reached its climax a few years later in Texas, 
when colonists from the United States, after a series of protests 
against the centralist powers, created a revolt and finally seceded. 

During the long diain of ill-starred events in which Mexico 
marked time in its growing up, Antonio L 6 pcz de Santa Anna 
created for himself a spectacular career and had a marvelous 
time in the role of leading man. The life history of this amazing 
fellow was like a prolonged tragi-comedy overloaded with in- 
trigues and counter-intrigues. The plot shifted as lesser characters 
sparred for personal advancement. The spotlight touched here 
and there, and moved on. ft was the most thoroughly self-seeking 
and confused period in Mexican history. In between flurries of 
insurrections, society indulged in gaudy interludes. In the parade- 
ful and shallow-brained hero the jittering facade and the inner 
corruption of Mexico were neatly personified. Yet from the 
callous viewpoint of historical entertainment, the scene was dull 
when the pretentious hero was off stage. 
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Like a chameleon, Santa Anna could change his coat to match 
the color of the hour, but in the hard core of hts heart he was 
an indelibly dyed reactionary. Shrewd, with a disarming melan- 
choly courtesy, he was adroit in his political twists. Inordinately 
conceited, with an eye and a nose for the ladies and a passion 
for gamecocks and fine coaches, he possessed what journalists 
would call a front-page personally. In every emergency Santa 
Anna bobbed up like a deiu ex machina with his grave, purpose- 
ful countenance and his readiness to promise anything. 

His life was a series of exiles and recalls. By turns he was dis- 
graced and elevated. Seven limes he was Mexico’s chief execu- 
tive. His single famous victory at Tampico in 1839 against rccon- 
questing Spaniards, who surrendered because they had stupidly 
cut off their own supply line from Cuba, made him accepted 
as a TrnWxaty genius. ThcwgVi his defeats and setttats wtit fas 
more sensational than his successes, facts could not rub out the 
public opinion that he was the ablest soldier In Mexico. It is true 
he did possess a keen sense of military strategy. But he was care- 
less of preparation and criminally negligent about equipment 
and supply. However, no matter how disastrous the rout, hoW 
Bagrant the blunder, he always managed to give defeat some 
aspect of victory. 

Corruption was never ranker in the coiiupt political history 
of Mexico than during the quarter century of Santa Anna. A 
continuous graft gouged at the vitals of the Mexican treasury. 
The government was generally corvttoUcd by the army officers, 
who persuaded themselves that the republic was created for their 
special indulgence. Though the array budget was proportionately 
very large, the bulk went into officers’ pay checks and left little 
enough over for guns and only a juttance for clothing and feed- 
ing the common soldiers. 

Santa Anna’s bad statesmanship and his military misjudgments 
largely caused the loss of half of Mexico. The trouble began 
with Texas. A Connecticut Yankee named Moses Austin, who 
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was engaged in mining in Missouri, had secured from Iturbidc 
permission to bring a group of Roman Catholic colonists from 
Louisiana. Though he died before he could get the colonization 
started, Isis son, Steplicn F. Austin, took over and brought the 
first American sctilen into Texas. Because the hfcxican govern- 
ment regarded the plains of Texas as s'aluelcss from the point 
of viesv of real estate, iJiey asked the setileri an absurdly small 
price for acreage and granted them immunity from taxes for 
so’cn years. Through the iSaos so many more thousands of 
Americans came that Mexico became uneasy. Tliough the immi- 
gration laws of 1826 demanded allegiance to the Roman Catholic 
faith, that did not deter the Americans. Many came in and settled 
with a rifle instead of a tide to the land they took. In 1830, under 
the colonization law proposed by Lucas Alamin, foreign min- 
ister, settlers were forbidden 10 bring slaves in with them. But 
the Protestant colonists, who had readily subscribed in name to 
the Roman Catholic faith, facilely changed the status of their 
Negro slaves to that of indentured servants. By >833 some twenty 
thousand settlers had crossed into Texas, and already they were 
talking of independence and refusing to pay Spanish customs 
duties on goods brought in from Louisiana. In 1835, during one 
of his recurrent periods of dictatorship, Santa Anna sent troops 
to collect these customs fees. But his soldiers met hot opposition. 

In December, General Cos and his army stood off a five-day 
siege at San Antonio, but at length retreated across the Rio 
Grande. Tlie Texans, thinking the shooting was all over, returned 
to their agricultural pursuits. ITiey «^rc taken by surprise in 
February when the famous Santa Anna himself appeared at San 
Antonio with three thousand troops. 

William Bartlett Travis was in command of the Texans, who 
numbered only one hundred and fifty. They quickly readied the 
old Spanish mission called the Alamo, and prepared to withstand 
Santa Anna’s attack. Though oumumbered twenty to one, the 
American refused to surrender. From the nearest church tower 
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the red flag o? no quarter flew, and the Mexican, band played 
the piece called DegiieUo (the cutthroat). For a fortnight the 
Americans put up superhuman resistance. The desperately 
wounded fought from their cots until the last remaining ones 
were massacred. Because not a single American lived to tell the 
talc, no authorized report of the battle can be given. 

The only persons within the Alamo who survived were two 
illiterate Mexican women servants and a Negro boy. What they 
recalled from their terror makes the record heroic if confused. 
At the end three Mexicans burst through the heavy doors, shortly 
followed by a horde. Bowie, desperately wounded, sat up in his 
bed for a last fight before be was beaten down. He was firing 
both his pistols when he was killed. Davy Crockett was using 
his rifle as a club when he was finished olT. Major Evans was 
shot just in the nick of time, as he was on the point of firing 
the magazine, which would have blown the building to rubble, 
and spoiled for posterity Texas’ most historic shrine. The heroism 
of the Texans Is today attested to by the epitaph carved on the 
monument: “Thermopylae had Its messenger of defeat. The 
Alamo had none.” 

The Americans who had refused to surrender were prepared 
to take what they got. The Abmo was not the worst slaughter, 
however. The affair at Goliad was not so spectacular, but it 
was an unmitigated disgrace to Santa Anna and General Urrea. 
There, surrounded by an overpowering force, and when food 
and ammunition were completely used up, three hundred and 
forty-seven Texans did surrender. The terms of surrender were 
duly signed by both sides. The wovinded were to receive medical 
attention and the fit were to be paroI«l on the pledge they would 
not fight against the Mexiems again. The Mexican generals 
carried out their obligations by ordering the active to be shot 
05 bayoneted and the wounded to be Wtcheicd in theii beds. 
Three hundred and twenty men perished in the mass killing. 
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Twenty-seven escaped into the woods and sought their way to 
Sam Houston to tdl the gruesome tale. 

The slaughters at San Antonio and at Goliad were to cost 
the Mexican government a pretty penny. While the siege was 
in progress at the Alamo, other Texans in the eastern part of 
the territory had called a convention and drawn up a declaration 
of independence. Sam Houston, whose life had already assumed 
legendary lumination, had recently arrived and had been elevated 
from his self-created position of a Cherokee Indian chief to the 
command of the rebel Texans. Unprepared yet for battle, Hous- 
ton sent word everywhere for the American soldiery and all 
civilians to retire as rapidly as possible out of Mexican reach. 
Santa Anna pursued the general retreat. Houston kept everybody 
on the hopping move until he was ready. At last, near Lynchburg 
ferry, on the San Jacinto River, the doughty frontiersman made 
his stand and gave final instruaions. 

On the afternoon of April twenty-fin^ 1836, armed literally 
to the teeth since some had bowie knives between them, the 
Texans emerged from the oak forest to the music of fife and 
drum. The tune the two-piece band played was perhaps not so 
appropriate as “The Cutthroat,” which the Mexicans had played 
as accompaniment to the Alamo massacre, but it was a great 
favorite with the boys. They knew the words by heart, though 
this time they sang them under their breath: 

Will you come to the bow’s I have shaded for you ? 

Your bed shall be roses bespangled with dew. 

Will you, will you, will you, will you aime to the bow’r? 

Will you, will you, will you, will you come to the bow’r ? 

The sentiment better suited the sweetness of the season and the 
lulling spring fever in the air than imminent death. Santa Anna 
and his foot-weary soldiers were indulging in a long siesta. The 
Mexican cooks were already preparing a high-flavored stew for 
tie evening mcaf. S'ud’rfcn/y cAc lirde band sfoppeef its music. Tvro 
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cannon, donated by sympathizers in Cincinnati and affectionately 
called “the twin sisters” by the troops, loosed a volley of scrap 
iron and stones into the Mexican camp. The Americans began 
yelling like Comanches. Shouting “Remember the Alamo!” they 
charged. Tlie Alamo carnage was revenged four for one. With 
six hundred and thirty of thdr men killed, the remaining Mcju- 
cans surrendered. The Texas losses were six killed and twenty- 
five wounded. Santa Anna escaped in carpet slippers. Next day 
he was captured hiding in sedge grass. To save his own skin, on 
May fourteenth, 1836, by the Treaty of Velasco, he signed away 
Texas. 

This time Santa Anna’s eloquent tongue could not twist into 
victory such a defeat. Though the Mexican congress refused to 
recognize Texas independence, the army did not pursue the fight. 
Texas was to remain for some years the “Lone-Star RcpubUc.” 
She petitioned the United States government for annexation, but 
the northern anti-slavery senators voted against it for political 
reasons. In the meantime, pioneers poured into the big, empty 
spaces. 

Back in Mexico, after months of detention and a pleasant visit 
to Washington, Santa Anna prudendy remained out of the lime- 
light, biding his time for the next spectacular opportunity. It 
came in a most unexpected manner. A French fleet arrived to 
collect damages to French shopkeepers incurred in a riot ten years 
previously. The Meucans belittled the episode by calling it “the 
Pastry War," because a French patisserie had been wre<^cd by 
drunken officers and the proprietor was howling for restitution. 
Santa Anna rushed to Vera Cruz to assume command of the 
defense. This time he was nearly caught, not in carpet slippers, 
but barefooted and with his pants off. He fled in his underclothes. 
The next day, however, superbly groomed, he appeared on horse- 
back leading his troops. In an instant he had the bad and good 
fortune to have his leg torn off by a French cannonball. The loss 
of his leg brought him into popular favor again. And when the 
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-•ncmj’ fleet sailed off after receiving some guarantee of payment, 
ianta Anna proclaimed a militaiy viaoty. 

After his brief and nearly fatal new sally into public life, Santa 
Anna retired to his estate at Manga dc Clave (“spike of clove”) 
to recuperate and to gather wind for the next dramatic move. 
It was in this period that he entertained Angel Calderon de la 
Barca, the newly arrived first Spanish ambassador, and his lively 
Scottish wife, the author of those remarkable letters which gave 
a more vivid picture of Mexico than anything else since the 
publication of Bernal Diaz’s personal remimscenccs of the con- 
quest. 

After passing through mites of enchanting natural garden, all 
the property of Santa Anna, the Calderdn de la Barcas arrived 
at live in the morning at Manga dc Clava The tall, thin Senora 
de Santa Anna received them at that early hour in white muslin, 
white satin slippers, and diamonds. Madame Calderdn de la 
Barca wrote: 

In a little while entered General Santa Anna himself, a gentle- 
manly, good-looking, quietly dressed, rather melancholy person, with 
one leg, apparently somewhat of an invalid, and the most interesting 
person in the group. He has a sallow complexion, fine, dark eyes, 
soft and penetrating, and an interesting expression of face. Knowing 
nothing of his past history, one would have said a philosopher, living 
in dignified retirement, one who bad tried the world, and found that 
all was vanity, one who had su^ered ingratitude and who, if he were 
ever persuaded to emerge from his retreat, would only do so, Cin- 
cinnatus-likc, to benefit his country. It is strange, how frequently 
this expression of philosophic resignsuion, of placid sadness, is to be 
remarked on the countenances of the deepest, most ambitious and 
most designing men. 

The Calderon de la Barcas were entertained at a breakfast 
served in white and gold French porcelain, and after the meal 
Senora Santa Anna smoked her Me cigar taken from a gold 
cigar case with a diamond latch. Santa Anna showed the vbitors 
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his favorite old war-horse, a white charger, and his prize game- 
cocks. When Madame Calderon expressed surprise that there was 
no special garden connected with the house, the general pro- 
tested truthfully that the whole estate, which was some forty 
miles square, was a garden. 

On departing, the perspicacious lady prophesied to her hus- 
band that the general “would not long remain in his present state 
of inaction.” Her quick perception judged correctly. Shortly 
Santa Anna and two other important generals bombarded the 
capital in an unscrupulous revolt against the incumbent president, 
because he was not sufficiently proRcicnt at tax-gathering. When 
the shooting was over and the president in hiding, Santa Anna 
in his coach and four drove into the city and resumed the r 61 c of 
dictator. He quickly revealed his talents at extracting money. 
And in three years, between 1841 and 1844, he commissioned 
12,000 army officers. The military was gratified with the trust 
they had put in him. To show their appreciation the officers 
brought the ampuuced leg from its resting place at Manga de 
Clavo and honored it with ccrcraonious interment in the cathe- 
dral itself. 

In the capital of the young republic of Mexico, Madame Cal- 
deron de la Barca found an atmosphere "as anti-republican as 
one could wish to see.” There was “hardly a connecting link 
between the blankets and the satins, the poppies and the dia- 
monds.” But the City of Mexico was exciting in its difference, 
and, by dawn or moonlight, noble-looking with its silhouettes 
and solidity. The almost overpowering odors of rose and jasmine, 
honeysuckle and heliotrope suggested to her the blissful Elysian 
Fields. Yet Mexico seethed with intrigue and parvenu display. 
The cost of living was remarkably dear. House rent was absurdly 
high — ^“nothing tolerable to be had under two thousand five 
hundred dollars per annum, unfurnished.” Beggars infested the 
capital and made the air discordant with their choruses of whines 
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and supplications “for the Jove of the pure blood of Christ.” Pro- 
fessional mendicants were inspired in artful dodges. One day, 
as an image of the Virgin was being passed through the streets 
to be kissed, one ISpero, affecting intense devotion, bit off a large 
pearl that adorned the bejetvelcd girdle and escaped in the crowd 
before the theft was discovered. Street murders were everyday 
occurrences, and the crowd would look on with curious non- 
interference while a killing took place. Occasional dead bodies 
would sprawl on prominent streets like unconsidered trifles. 
Soldiers in long, yellow cloaks and priests in their shovel hats 
would step around the cadavers and go on their own personal 
ways. 

Indians selling green vegetables came gliding on the canal 
along the Viga in their flower-embowered canoes, with plaintive 
songs on their Ups. The most prevalent objects in shop windows 
were prayer books and rosaries, daggers and spurs, and prodigious 
sombreros weighted with silver embroidery. The displays them- 
selves offered keys to an understanding of Mexico's quality of 
civilization. 

And through the shifting kaleidoscope of color contrasts, from 
dawn to nightfall came the varying cries of the street venders, 
chanting their wares like the priests intoning prayers in the 
church, but with more enthusiasm and persuasion. Each type of 
vender had his special cry and bis favored hours for business. 
Earliest came the charcoal sellers, then the lard and suet women, 
then the peddlers of needles and pins, then the makers of 
meringues and honey-cakes. In the late afternoon the chants of 
“hot roasted chesmuts” were wafted with the pungent odor. And 
in the evening came the most enticing cry of all from those who 
sold roast duck: “Ducks, oh, my soul, htrt ducks! Come, young 
senors, come!” 

The nights were punctuated with spurs striking sparks from 
the payementii, as adventurous officers swaggered to rendezvous 
of dalliance or plot. When darkness fell on the market place and 



138 Timeless Mexico 

the shops and stalls were closed, the arcades would be metamor- 
phosed into political clubs. Officers and civilians would stroll 
about discussing the current revolution, the one just past, or the 
one to come. 

Though the street scenes by day or night resembled a Venetian 
carnival masquerade, society and etujuette in Mexico were no 
less fantastic. No lady ever paid Madame Calderon dc la Barca 
a morning visit without diamonds and satin slippers. And in the 
afternoons and evenings the ditc would use five and six brooches 
instead o£ one to fasten their roantUlas. Gold chains wrapped 
three times about ladies’ necks reached to the knees. At the thea- 
ter the boxes glittered with “a monotony of diamonds and crepe 
dc chine shawls.” 

The grand old ladies of the wcr^l court were fast disappear- 
ing by i8^o> and their place in society was being filled by the 
amiable but uncultivated wives of upstart generals. The town 
houses were elaborate with gilt cabinets and bric-a>bra^ but the 
furnishings could not measure up to the lace and embroidery and 
spangles and fringe of the costumes. When formal invitations 
came for receptions or bullfi^ts or celebrations of Mass for the 
repose of a dead soul, they were written on blue satin bordered 
with silver lace and tassels. The elaborate invitations were in 
keeping with the dazzling suits of the matadors, and with the 
private masses when the great churches were hung with crimson 
velvet and lit with thousands of wax tapers, where whole orches- 
tras played while a hundred white-robed friars prayed in unison 
for a young ^I’s soul. 

Ladies went to afternoon bullfights in full evening d«oUc- 
tage and smoked their cigars in the open as freely as they did in 
intermissions at the theater or in their carriages on the Pasco. 
This was the golden age of the carriage, when one’s social stand- 
ing was often gauged by the elegance of the equipage. On the 
afternoon drives the ladies always appeared “in full toilet,” but 
without mantilla, their dark hair interwoven with jewels and 
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jasmine. Officers on prancing mounts rode by their side, while 
gallantry and coquetry gracefully leaped the conventional inter- 
val. Sometimes ladies driving alone in the suburbs were undone 
because of their jewels. A cavalier permitted to leap from his 
horse to a seat beside a girl for a rendezvous repaid the courtesy 
by running his saber into her side and relieving her of her dia- 
monds, much to the astonishment of the family coachman when 
he awaked from a nap under a roadside tree. 

Yet with the excitement of the unexpected at any turn in the 
street or at any hour of the day, Madame Calderdn de la Barca 
found Mexican compliments uncommonly tiresome. Though she 
reported the Mexican woman the roost amiable of all her kind 
in the world, as Lady Mary WdrtJey Montagu did the Turkish 
woman, she remarked they had no conversation beyond the 
formula: 

After baviag embraced each lady who entered, aecordiag to the 
fashion which after all seems cordul to say the least of it, and seated 
the lady of most consequence on the ri^rhi side of the sofa, a point 
of great importance, the following dialogue is Je rigueur. "How are 
you? Arc you well?” “At your service; and you?” "Without novelty 
{sin novedad), at your service.” “Ar your disposal; and you?” “A 
thousand thanks, and the sefior?” “At your service, without novelty,” 
etc Besides, before sitting down, there is “Pray be seated,” “Pass 
first, schorita.” “No, madam, pray pass first." "Vaya, avcII, to oblige 
you, without further ceremony; I dislike compliments and etiquette.” 

The first visit over, the ladies re-embrace, the lady of the house 
following her guests to the top of the staircase, and again compfi- 
ments are given and received. “Madam, you know that my house 
is at your thsposai.” “A thousand thanks, madam. Mine 1$ at yours, 
and, ^ough useless, know me for your servant, and command me in 
everything that you may dedre.” “Adieu, I Iiopc you may pass 2 
good night." At the bottom of the first landing-place the visitors again 
turn around ro carch the eye of the lady the house, and the adieus 
are repeated. 

During this period, though the social life of the city was inces- 
sant, that of the hacienda was in eclipse. The country houses were 
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largely empty because of the continual rounds of revolutions and 
counter-revolutions. A countess assured Madame Calderon de la 
Barca tbat she had twice completely furnished her place, but 
that in two revolutions everything had been thrown from the 
windows and destroyed. In the future she had resolved to confine 
herself to le stride necessaire. So half the bedrooms in her great 
house were bare of furniture, and the others reduced to green- 
painted bedsteads and washstands and chairs, with no rugs on 
the elaborately painted brick floors. On the whole, the country 
houses at this time were used more as occasional summer retreats 
than for entertaining. To foreigners they seemed crosses betvs'ecn 
fortresses and barns. 

Many of the convents were far more luxurious titan the haci- 
endas, for rarely were they molested during uprisings. One that 
Madame Calderon de la Barca vbited in 1842, the Convent of 
the Incarnation, was in fact like a palace. She wrote: 

Each nun has a servant, and some have two. . . . The convent is 
rich; each novice at her entrance pays five thousand dollars into the 
common stock. . . . Having visited the whole building and admired 
one virgin’s blue satin and pearls, and another’s black velvet and 
diamonds, sleeping holy infants, saints, paintings, shrines and confes- 
sionals ... we came at length to a large hall, decorated with paint- 
ings and furnished with antique highbacked arm<hairs, where a very 
elegant supper, lighted up and ornamented, greeted our astonished 
eyes; cakes, chocolate, icn, creams, custards, tarts, jellies, blancmanges, 
orange and lemonade, and other profane dainties, ornamented with 
gilt paper cut into little flags. I was placed in a chair that might have 
served for a pope. . . . The dder nuns in stately array looked like 
statues in stone. A young girl, a sort of pensionnaire, brought in a 
little harp without pedals, and while we ate, sang different ballads 
with a good deal of taste. 

The magnificence of the church in contrast to the rags of the 
Indians continued to amaze Madame Calderdn de la Barca’s 
Scotch sense of proportion. Again and again she was struck with 
wonder at the bishop’s “blaze of gold and jewels” and the daz- 
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zling dbplay of silver and gold and crimson velvet and jewels in 
cliurelics. At the consecration of a new archbishop of Mexico, 
"the bishops were arrayed in white velvet and gold and their 
miters were literally covered with diamonds. . . 

It was to keep the gold candlesticks and golden holy-water 
basins secure and in good repair that the clergy supported the 
unprincipled Santa Anna. Next to tlic bishops, the generals had 
the pick of the fruits of the land, and it became a divertbg sport 
to seize upon the coveted estate of a political opponent and to 
shoot him for a traitor to the republic U he put up dchance. 

TJie popularity of Santa Anna ran according to pattern and 
lasted only so long as there was cash to meet the officers’ salaries. 
Though the schemer proved adrotc at extraction of taxes, the 
treasury was kept bankrupt by die rapacity of the officers. In 1844 
General Paredes revolted, and while Santa Anna went off to 
quell the rebellion, his liberal enemies in hfexico took over, and 
elected a new president. In trying to regain hb povver Santa 
Anna was defeated, and skipped to the hills. Here he was rescued 
and captured by enemy troops, just as cannibalistic Indians were 
preparing "to stesv him for dinner.” The government banished 
him "forever” and permitted him to choose Cuba for hb exile. 



lo. “Green Grow the Rashes” 


^‘The morrow of the victory has more perils 
than its eve” ,,..rrTKn 


Sam Houston had been inaugurated as President of Texas, the 
“Lone Star Republic,” on October twenty-second, 1836. Nine 
years passed before Texas’s petition for admission to the Union 
was finally granted on March first, 1845. The Mexican govern- 
ment had never ratified the Treaty of Velasco or recognized the 
independence of Texas. But though Mexico had not taken up 
arms to dispute the annexation, it had continued to harass the 
Texans. Sporadic raids into Texas, with Santa Anna’s sanction, 
had continued. Now the Mexican minister in Washington 
promptly demanded his papers and called the annexation the 
most unjust act of aggression in modern history. The United 
States minister to Mexico was speeded home. TTiough Mexico 
was totally unprepared for war and a house divided against itself, 
her journalists and orators began to shout for a vindication of 
national honor. 

They ignored the fact that the Mexican treasury was worse 
than depleted and there was a large foreign debt to meet. France 
and England were demanding payments on debts, in threatening 
notes. The latter’s claims were based on outrageous speculations 
in Mexican bonds, which the British had paid for at twenty-five 
cents on the dollar, for which they demanded payment at face 
value plus generous interest. In an arbitrated counter-damage- 
claims case, umpired by the Prussbn king, the United States had 
recently been awarded S2,9XMXX). Though the budget of the 
Mexican army was greater than that of her northern neighbor 
in 1845, only a meager proportion of it went into arms and equip- 
142 
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ment and the tntnJng of soldiers. Xfost of it went into fat salar)' 
checks of olliccrs. Mexico was devoid of materiel. 

TTic LTnited States had long cast amorous glances at California. 
Some of her congressmen had sought assiduously to find justifiable 
and noble reasons for acquiring tlic territory willy-nilly. In Octo- 
ber, 1&42, in the Tyler administration, <k>mmodore T. A. C. Jones 
had impulsively and imprudently seized Monterrey, California, 
in the belief that ss'ar was inevitable. Though ordered to with- 
draw with apologies, he had stirred up the worst suspicions in 
Mexico. But it svas April of 1846 before war ss-ar loosed, with a 
casus belli that satisfied the majority. 

General Zachary Taylor was in command of tfic American 
army at Fort Jesup on the W'cstcm boundary of Louisiana. On 
July thirtieth, 1845, Rough and Ready” was ordered “to 
defend Texas as far as occupied by Texans.” He moved his forces 
down to Corpus ChristL In March, 184C, he proceeded westward 
to the east bank of the Rio Grande across from Matamoras, just 
as regulars of (he Mexican army were ordered to the frontier. 
While Taylor was getting estabibhed much nearer to war. Presi- 
dent Polk sent John Slidell of Loubtana to treat with President 
Herrera, who believed a policy of appeasement could best serve 
Mexico. Slidell had been authorized to offer $5,000,000 for the 
loss of Texas and Sa^fioo/xio lor California. However, the sale 
of neither territory was to be made a condition of peace negotia- 
tions. Secretary of State Buchanan had said to Slidell; "The Pres- 
ident is sincerely desirous to preserve |wacc with Mexico. Both 
inclination and policy dictate the course.” 

But by the time the stage was set for negotiations to proceed, 
General Paredes, a Yatikee-hatcr, had overthrown the moderat- 
ing Herrera, who departed posthaste with all that remained of 
hb government, in one vehicle. Paredes was not in conciliatory 
mood, and did not dbguise hb disdain. Uie Slidell mission flatly 
failed. 

On April twenty-fifth, 1845, the war actually began when a 



144 Timeless Mexico 

small body of Taylor’s dragoons was ambushed and destroyed 
by Mexican cavalry in disputed territory. The Americans main- 
tained that the destruction occurred in “a tax district of the United 
States.” So in hk message to congress President Polk described 
the ambuscade as “the shedding of American bltxjd on American 
soil.” Though Polk’s message was stigmatized as “untruthful and 
frantic” by hk more bitter opponents, only two senators out of 
forty voted their dkapproval of it, and fourteen representatives 
out of one hundred and seventy-four. Though many priratc 
citizens denounced what they called “the foul dealing of the 
United States towards Mexico,” the war was launched. 

In May, General Arista’s six thousand Mexicans fell back be- 
fore the marksmanship of the Americans. Taylor crossed the Rio 
Grande and took Matamoros. By river boats the troops went four 
hundred tniles to prepare to march overland to Monterrey in 
Nuevo Le6n. There was a lull of two months, while the Ameri- 
cans fell viedms of Mexican dysentery and a virulent epidemic 
of measles. The chief occupation was handling the corpses of the 
thousands who died. To cheer each other in their Ulncss and 
convalescence, the boys did a lot of singing. A favorite which 
they sang with especial gusto in the arid plains of north Mexico 
was “Green Grow the Rashes, O,” Robert Bums’s poem set to a 
lively tune. The Mexicans iktening to the choms, hearing “Green 
^ow” repeated over and over and trying to catch some s^nifi- 
cance in the words, began muttering, "Gringo, gringo!’ and at 
length applied the name gringos to the Americans who sang 
about the gringo. The word came to embrace all the opprobrium 
the Mexicans stored up in the word gachupin, something similar 
to the hate and contempt Southerners came to put into the word 
“Yankee.” 

In 1846 the opponents on both sides professed and expressed 
more contempt than hate for the other. The Mexican newspaper, 
El Diario del GoKemo, give itt dudainful view cf the Amesican 
soldiers: “The American army is made up of adventurers who 
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have no countf)', no political or rcligwHii creed, no moral prind- 
plcs or jentiments; for whom there are no priests or magistrates, 
and for s%-hom the house of God, the Senate, a drawing room, 
a theater, and a circus, are all the same.” 

Tlic Washington Union attempted to season its contempt with 
a dash of moral righteousness: “We must tcacli these Mexicans 
that we arc superior to them in energy as well as military skill. 
We must impress them with a deep conviction that their true 
interest is peace with us — now, and in all future time. Acting 
upon these high principles, we will prosecute the war with 
greater means, a sterner svill, and trith irresistible vigor, if they 
are not sufficiently beaten to make them seek for peace, we must 
beat them again and again—cocrcc them at every available point, 
scatter their guerilleros, occupy their losvns, and lc\7 more con- 
tributions upon their inhabitants." 

However much the Mexicans despised the Americans, their 
soldiers were no match for the guns of the American adventurers. 
^Vhen his bo)s were strong enough to be on the march again, 
General Taylor proceeded to take the dty of Monterrey with 
ease. 

While Taylor was on his way south, another revolution took 
place in the Mexican capital and another change of government, 
with a restitution of the constitution of 182^. President Paredes, 
who had adamantly opposed appeasement, had found the con- 
duct of svar too difficult and had taken to drink. Amid the con- 
sternation and confusion in Mexico City the name of Santa Anna 
was loudly voiced. As in other national emergencies, he was re- 
called from exile in Cuba. But the American fleet in the Gulf 
blocked his way. By a clever deception, the slippery Santa Anna 
persuaded President Polk to let him through the American block- 
ade to Vera Cruz to stop the war. He proposed to make a good 
American peace at the first oppominity, “after the Mexicans had 
been slightly chastised for their misdeeds." 

On his arrival, the liberal congress in power once more gave 
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Santa Anna command of the array and expected him to go 
straight off to hale the Americans. But the war stood still for 
several months while Santa Anna collected an army and Taylor s 
men further recuperated from the ravages of disease. In the 
interim General Winfield Scott, “Old Fuss and Feathers,” was 
put in command of half of Taylor’s army and ordered to effect 
a march on the City of Mexico by way of the seaport of Vera 
Cruz. Taylor, against orders, moved do%vn to Saltillo at the end 
of January, 1847. 

At the head of 25,000 ragtag and bobtail troops, Santa Anna 
drove off from San Luis Potosi in his mule-drawn coach, with 
a crate of his favorite gamecocks, to meet the Americans. Taylor’s 
force, reduced by the withdrawal of soldiers under Scott, was 
only a third the size of Santa Anna’s. 

This time, after all the long wailing, it was Zachary Taylor 
who was caught napping. Leaving a quantity of his supplies in 
smoking ruins, he withdrew helter-skelter for some ten miles to 
the hacienda of Buena Vista. The fighting on the two days of 
February twenty-second and twenty-third was bitter and bloody. 
It ended in a draw. The threc-to-onc numerical advantage of 
Santa Anna, plus his better strategy, was offset by the aim of 
American artillery fire. The ragged Indians soon got enough of 
it and said they wanted to go home. Their women — those 
soldaderas who always accompanied their husbands to the Mexi- 
can battles to cook for thena — gathered pots, pans, and babies 
together and agreed that thb cannon fire was too rough. Santa 
Anna turned tail in the night after ordering a stealthy retreat. 
Leaving his conscripts to fend for themselves, he drove off in 
his coach, proclaiming his success in every town and displaying 
two captured American flags as cwdence of victory. 

The next morning, after a miserable night. General Taylor 
and his men, who thought they had been whipped, were flabber* 
gasted and delighted to find the Mexican army had vanished. 
While Santa Anna was waving his captured standards and being 
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lulled as a hero, the president tn Washington was duly informed 
of an American victory. 

The Mexican commander, like his soldiers, was unwilling to 
face more of Taylor’s artillery until he was better equipped. So 
the liberal congress timorously passed a law authorizing the con- 
version of church properties up to the value of 5,000,000 pesos — 
if funds were not forthcoming elsewhere. The churchmen were 
svilling to offer generous prayers for victory, bur were indignant 
at the thought of contributing to the svar effort. Some of them 
cried aloud, “Death to (he governmentr* To many of the clergy, 
the Yankees were the less of two evils. Several priests were 
accused of conspiring with secret agents to surrender the capital 
to the Americans. Insurrection broke out, and the liberals were 
ousted from the government. 

By mid-March Santa Anna again held the balance of power. 
But he had no time for further politics, because the Americans 
under General Winfield Scott had captured Vera Cruz on the 
ninth and were on the march to Mexico. At the pass of Cerro 
Gordo on the road toward Jabpa, Santa Anna set up fortifications 
and felt confident he could hold out against any American attack. 
But Scott’s soldiers, aided by disaffected Mexicans, made a flank 
attack on April seventeenth, and on the eighteenth Santa Anna’s 
troops retreated to Orizaba. In mountainside encounters, with 
native guides to assist them, the Amwicans outmancuvered as 
well as outshot the Mexicans all along the way. Many of the sur- 
vivors rushed back to the capital, every man for himself. 

As Indians who haled the Aztecs had made conquest easier 
for Cortes, so did members of opposing factions make the way 
less tedious for the Americans. Puebla, stronghold of Catholi- 
cism, capitulated without a shot being fired. General Scott was 
cordially entertained. The deplorable division in Mexico was ex- 
pressed by H Diario del Gobiemo: “The internal enemies of the 
country, the secret agents of our external enemies, those who are 
laboring to open to United States soldiers the gates of the capital. 
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neglect no means, however criimnal, of fomenting dissensions 
and distrust among us; as more favorable to the designs of the 
invader is our own disunion than all the disasters we can suffer 
in combat." In the City of Mexico even Santa Anna himself was 
accused of betraying the Mexican cause to the Americans, and 
temporarily lost his political control. Pandemonium was loosed 
as various generals thrust themselves forward as potential saviors. 
But as always in the crises, Santa Anna proved the strong man. 

Now he vigorously prepared for the defense of Mexico City, 
while holding off the Americans who were encamped and bil- 
leted at Puebla by intimating that the Mexicans would soon be 
ready to make peace. Hoping that a tjuick peace could be ob- 
tained without an attack on the capital, President Polk had sent 
Nicholas B. Tristc to negotiate with the Mexican government 
from General Scott’s headquarters. TTirough his commissioners 
Santa Anna had the gall to plead the immediate necessity of ten 
thousand dollars to speed hU peace movement. Tlte cash was 
actually forwarded to him from American headquarters at Puebla. 
After three months of dickering, while the defenses of Mexico 
City were being strengthened, when peace did not come General 
Scott decided to hasten the Mexicans’ decision by advancing on 
the capital. By the tenth of August his forces were within striking 
distance. Still there was no peace. The Mexicans demanded the 
return of the north bank of the Rio Grande and California and 
indemnification for invasion damages. Scott gave the command 
to capture the city. 

The populace of Mexico now seemed for the first time united 
in the cause of defending their capital against the invaders. All 
men from fifteen to fifty were under arms. For three weeks the 
volunteer recruits withstood the Americans with stubborn brav- 
ery. In this period Santa Anna displayed his best talents in lead- 
ership and personal courage. When excessively bard pressed he 
asked once more for a truce to discuss peace terms. In the interim 
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of armiitice, whicli was obligingly granted, he repaired hu 
broken de/enses. Then he declined the peace o/fer. 

TIjc Americans finally shot iheir way into die city, and on 
Septemlier thirteenth attempted w storm the fortress of Chapul- 
tepcc, high above on its porphyry IiilL Here they met with fierce 
opposition from the iicroic young cadets of the military school. 
Dbillusioned with their country’s betrayal and ruin by tlieir 
elders, the youths fougfit like tigers to redeem the honor of 
Mexico. When the ostle was irrevocably lost and almost all of 
their young comrades lay dead all about tiiem, the last boys 
wrapped Mexican (lags about their bodies and leaped to their 
deaths o%*er the precipice, defiantly shouting “Viva Mexico!” TIic 
Americans stood dumb with admiration b^orc sucli s’alor. 

In the early morning of September fourteenth, General Scott 
and bis battlC'Stained troops drew up in die great plaza before 
the cathedral, the white (lag of surrender (luitcring high above 
them. The capital was theirs. Tlic American boys believed the 
war was over and turned their thoughts to getting home. 

But while peace negotiations were again in progress, sporadic 
fighting continued throughout the fall and winter. The elusive 
Santa Anna, who had esaped by withdrawing to Guadalupe, was 
for continuing the war. The majority svas against him. Mexico 
was without leadership. Bandit ganp on the prowl not only am- 
bushed Americans but looted well-todo Mexicans. The conserva- 
tives were for peace and order at any price. At length they ousted 
Santa Anna, who hid in the mountains until the Americans 
promised him safe conduct. Tim time he chose Jamaica for bis 
exile, and American officers at Vera Cruz gave a farewell party 
for him before he sailed. 

Constituted authorities of the two nations now went on with 
peace negotiations. The terms were exceedingly bitter to Mexico. 
Tlic United States demanded almost half of licr territory, every- 
thing north of the Rio Grande from Loubiana to the Pacific: 
Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California. In return the United 
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States would pay fifteen million dollars and wipe out the long- 
standing damage claims. While some of the American press was 
ringing with a popular clamor for annexing the whole of the 
Mexican territory, the new president of Mexico, Manuel dc la 
Pena y Pena, and his congress agreed to the hard terms. The 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed on February second, 
1848. It was ratified in Washington on March tenth. The last 
American soldier departed in July. Hatred smoldered in Mexico 
and humiliation left its corroding marks. In the United States the 
acquisition of so much new territory increased the growing hos- 
tility between the North and the South over slavery and svas a 
potent factor in bringing on the tragic War Between the States. 

Mexico was so stunned by the result of her disastrous little 
war with the United States that she stayed quiescent for five 
years. She entered a frugal period and cut the army appropriation 
about seventy per cent, without arousing a revolution. In the 
sobering interval more and more men came to consider the grasp- 
ing military and the church as incubuses to be thrown ofi, if 
Mexico were ever to progress or relieve the distress of her people. 
The moderate liberals began to sec that drastic measures were 
necessary, that only in becoming extremely radical could they 
achieve anything of real value. So the defeat was in a sense the 
stimulus to a nationalistic feeling, a desire to regain self-respect 
as an independent state, an awakening of consciousness of the 
rights of Indian citizens. 

All about the country provincial intellectuals were stirring, and 
making up programs for reforms. Students and literary men, 
becoming acutely nationalistic, sought to undermine conservative 
ideas in prose, poetry, and oratory. For the public’s edification 
they revealed how not only pditical life had retrogressed, but 
how agricultural, mining, and commerce had lost impetus since 
colonial days. They pled for a complete re-estimation of values 
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and some immediate relief for the pitiable condition of the 
masses. 

One of the most forceful of these promising radicals was the 
governor of the state of Oxtaca, Benito Juirez. He vns a pure- 
blooded 2 ^potec Indian who had begun his “civilized" life as a 
house boy. Before that he had knosvn dire poverty at first hand, 
but he had been fortunate in coming in contact with a kind 
cleric who recognized his youthful abilities and arranged for his 
education. From a humble law office, Juirez rose to be governor. 
And because neither he nor any officbl directly under him pro- 
fited financially by his position, his almost unprecedented hon- 
esty became provcrbul throughout Mexico. A naturally tadturn 
man, every word he did speak or WTife carried conviction. He 
came to be recognized as that liberal leader who had the clearest 
conception of democracy. 

In desperation at the prospect of losing their power because of 
the growing popular nationalistic movement, the conservatives 
cast about for a king from Europe ro head a Mexican monarchy. 
In the interim they decided on the expedient of a military dic- 
tatonhip. By a concentrated effort they threw out the liberals. 
Once more Santa Anna was offered the dictatorship on a silver 
platter. With almost immodest haste he arrived from hts exile 
to take it with both hands. After a prolonged royal progress from 
the coast, he was solemnly sworn in as “president with dicta- 
torbl powers” on April twentieth, 1853. 

Lucas Alaman became chief of Santa Anna’s cabinet and drew 
up an excellent program for the dictator, including the con- 
struction of roads, the installation of telegraphs, and the develop- 
ment of unoccupied lands. But the admirable Alaman died sud- 
denly in June, and Santa Anna was left with no check on hi# 
external conscience. The death of the honest-purposed Alaman 
was the worst blow that could have befallen the conservative 
party. He had thought that under the dictatorship of Santa Anna, 
guided by himself, the country could be readied for a monarchy. 
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to be furnished with a Catholic prince from a foremost house m 

Europe. 

Though his term was set for one year only, Santa Anna secretly 
rcclconed on the rest ol his days. To avoid future annoyance, the 
new dictator cleared all ofHccs of remaining liberals, though roost 
of the important ones had already fled. Juarez was among those 
who sought refuge in New Orleans. Here the former governor 
rolled cigarettes to make a living for his family. 

Despite the ruptured economy and the staggering debt-pile, 
Santa Anna now tried to outdo Iturbide in creating a glittering 
court. His fondest dreams were now about to be realized. He 
had everything his way. So be confiscated, levied, plundered. But 
he was so tender with the church that the bishops supported him 
with all their temporal and spiritual power. A church-inspired 
clatjue soon hailed him as “Papetual Dictator,” and on Decem- 
ber sixteenth, 1853, he actually proclaimed himself Perpetual Dic- 
tator. He came to be addressed as “Most Serene Highness,” and 
began to create about him a society worthy of his supreme posi- 
tion. He took an enormous house and furnished it richly. He 
had resplendent uniforms spccblly designed for the officials sur- 
rounding him. Attracted by the bushy beards of the Czar of 
Russia's guards he saw in pictures, he decided that hk beardless 
Indian guards should have them too. So he got them enormous 
false black ones, and when he attended the opera his retinue was 
a sight to behold. In the midst of his gala circle Santa Anna 
himself dressed in grave but expensive simplicity, for contrast. 
But he drove in a variety of elegant coaches. And he decreed 
that hk cabinet ministers should ride in coaches of various colors 
— eanary yellow for one minktry, mauve for another, emerald 
green for a third, and so on through the spectrum. The poor 
minkters had not only to ride in them, but they had to buy them 
and provide the satin liveries for their grooms. 

For two years the Perpetual Dictator lived in mimic greatness, 
with hk fighting cocks to amuse him and a succession of amorous 
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adi’cntiires to rcliwc the tedium of itatccraft. He never failed 
under any drcumsrancc to pay obeisance to his reJi^'on, The bull- 
fights he attended were ahvays “in honor of the Virgin.” He 
opened the cockfights with the chant: “Hail, most Holy Mary, 
the cocks arc coming.” Then, despite his tributes to heaven, sud- 
denly the jig was up. The treasury was again bare, fn an effort 
to save himself (less tlian six months after Lucas Alamin’s death) 
he had sold a strip of territory, south of Arizona, known as the 
Mesilla Valley to the United States for ten million dollars. But 
this cash had not lasted long in Santa Anna's extravagant hands, 
and the act was more unpopular than anything Santa Anna ever 
did in his misguided career. Generals and officeholders turned 
against their chief, as the republicans of Guerrero under the aging 
Juan Alvarez already had done the year before, when they 
Jauncfied the Plan of Ayutfa. Scenting the imminent whirlwind, 
Santa Anna made a quick getaway to the coast. At Perote he 
paused to relase an abdication. On August seventeenth he 
shipped from Vera Cruz. By grim coincidence the boat that took 
him to exile was named after that upstart emperor whose down- 
fall he had plotted. The Iturbide bore him to Venezuela and 
colorless obscurity. His country never again recalled His Most 
Serene Highness to the political stage. 

For two decades, however, Santa Anna figuratively lingered 
in the wings, straining to hear a cue. He made one abortive 
entrance, when he appeared to offer his services to Maximilian. 
But the French swiftly shifted him away. Finally, in the early 
Diaz days, as an old nun, he was allowed to return to the capital, 
where he mingled with the mob completely uruecognized. As 
an unconsidcred supernumerary the old-time star eked out a 
shabby existence, and he died unroourned in 1S76. 

Santa Anna made a more spectacular mess of his life than 
any of the other prominent hbtorical figures. During the quarter 
century of his interrupted ascendancy, ituicad of progressing witli 
the new, hard-earned independency Mexico floundered in dvil 
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broils concocted by cynical selfishness. Repeatedly looked to as 
the savior of his country, Santa Anna was its chief wrecker. Not 
only did he lose half the territory of Mexico, but he was the 
agitator of bloody revolts that left his country prostrate and 
virulent with animosities. Madame Calderon de la Barca had 
shrewdly discerned on that early morning visit at Manga de 
Clavo “the lurking devil in Santa Anna’s eye.” But neither any 
casual observer nor his close friend who early remarked that he 
had within him “a principle of action forever impelling him for- 
ward” foresaw the destructive potentialities of his misguided 
ambition. If this sinister figure had possessed half as much con- 
structive ability as he had genius for intrigue, Mexico’s sequent 
history wcnild have run differently. 



PART FIVE 


JUAREZ AND MAXIMILIAN 


u. Indian in Command 

"Houf close is the htnship between a man and 
the whole human race, for it is a community, 
not of a little Mood or seed, but of intelli- 
MfUiCVS avkeuus 

With Santa Anna’s predpitatc exit in 1855, the Mexican stage 
was again in chaos. But out of the confusion there emerged a 
purposeful liberal movement, with some men of good will to 
lead and inspire. For twelve years, however, a kind of social 
revolution svaxed and waned— a revolution of the mestizo bour- 
geoisie rather than the masses. The mestizos rose rapidly in 
political power and laid the foundations for economic develop- 
ment. The period is known as the Reform. Its prime objectives 
were the destruction of fcudslistn and the weakening of the 
temporal power of the church. The Reform was only partially 
successful, but it gave birth to forces that were to come to domi- 
nate in Mexico more than a half «ntury later. In its own time 
it met with envenomed opposition, and it %vould most likely have 
been blotted out if it had not been for one man — the Indian, 
Benito JuArez. Juarez is the hero of the Reform. 

In the new governmental set-up, at a junta in Cuernavaca on 
October fourth, Juan Alvarei, the doughty warrior diicftain of 
the southern mountains, svas made temporary president. It was 
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this old Indian with Negro blood who had initiated the rcs'olt — 
on February twentieth, 1854 — that finished the political career 
of Santa Anna. He had fought by the side of Vicente Guerrero, 
his idol, and for forty years he had been a leader in every impor- 
tant rebclUon. In succeeding against Santa Anna in the south he 
had been aided by Ignacio Comonfort, a creole gentleman of 
mildly liberal tendencies who commanded the forces at Aca- 
pulco. Comonfort was made minister of war in the nesv cabinet. 
To Benito Ju£rcz was given tbe post of minister of Justice, 
and an opportunity to initiate reforms. 

On November fourteenth Alvarez made his entrance into the 
capital, fantastically attended by a bodyguard of bizarre Indian 
warriors. White Mexicans and mestizos alike were filled with 
apprehension at what they regarded as a portentous racial gesture. 
While they Jeered openly, they feared in private. And many of 
the intellectual liberals looked with frank distaste on the presi- 
dency of the dark, un^ucated chieftain. They did not feel an- 
tipathy, however, to the full-blooded Benito Juirez, whose intel- 
lectu^ caliber was superior to that of most of them. Ju 5 rcz was a 
thinker, not a soldier, and a man of such integrity and austerity 
of character and habits that he commanded instant respect. 

Nine days after Alvarez had set up his presidential office in 
the capital, Juarez, as minister of justice, made a bold move. He 
decreed (November twenty-third, 1855) the abolition 'of the spe- 
cial privileges of the church and the military. Priests and army 
officers were to be brought to <avil justice as were any other 
citizens. Such a tempest was created by the church and the army 
that the liberals who opposed Alvarez took the opportunity to 
persuade him to relinquish the presidency to the more moderate 
Comonfort. The old fighter was not reluctant to remrn to the 
mountain farm he plowed with his own hands when he was not 
in revolt. He realized lus incapacity to steer a ship of state as 
fully as he knew hcwas without a peer in guerrilla fighting. He 
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left for Guerrero on December twelfth, having been chief execu- 
tive of hfexico for two months ami a week. 

Though the troubled water* were somewhat stilled by Alvarez’s 
departure with his Indians, the move to end cleria! domination 
did not subside. And on June twenty-fifth, 1856, a climaaic stage 
was reached when die Ley LerJo \ns passed by a more dim five 
to one majority in the congress. The law was named after hfiguci 
Lerdo dc Tejada, the secretary of treasury, who drew' up the 
document. By iu articles all die diurch properties except the 
actual houses of svorshtp svere to be sold. It was made illegal 
henceforth for the church to own agricultural land. But the law 
was not confisatory, in that the church was to receive the pur- 
chase price less a substantial tax paid to the government. The 
liberals liad expected the land-hungry people to buy up the land 
In smalt tracts. But die priesu frightened the poor and humble 
out of desire to buy, whereas mctnbm of the new rich bourgeobie 
bought up Tast estates intact. 

Tlie church was not really damaged economically by the law, 
though its prestige had assaulted. And the church was 
further humiliated when the conuol of cemeteries was taken 
from it and entrusted to a department of public health, whidi 
had just been created. The church was not only accused of gross 
carelessness of hygienic considerations in burials, but it suffered 
the loss of the lucrative burial fees. 

The Ley LerJo and the Ley fujrez together rabed such violent 
opposition from die chiuch that friars began to store arms and 
ammunition in some of the monasteries. A revolt of clerical- 
conservatives broke out in Puebla. The infection spread, and it 
was March, 1857, before peace was restored. Comonfort may have 
been wrong in pardoning all the captured insurrectionists, for 
worse trouble was to come later. 

The new Reform constitution, which had been in preparation 
throughout most of 1856, was completed on February fifth. Ic 
included among its articles both the abolition of the special dis- 



158 Timeless Mexico 

pcnsations from civil justice for clergy and military and the pro- 
hibition of future land ownership by corporations. The church- 
men now became frantic, for they recognized that a new era was 
being born. The pope himself damned the Reform constitution 
and all its ratifiers and supporters. Any person who swore alle- 
giance to it or bought church property was to be denied Chris- 
tian burial. When a certain signer governor was assassinated, the 
church refused to bury his corpse xmtil his family had suffered 
it to be scourged pcnitcntially in public, and had paid a tidy sum 
to the church for the ceremony of chastisement. 

A prime object of the Reform constitution was to break up 
land concentration and to put the entailed estates of the church 
to use for the general welfare. Tenants living on church proper- 
ties had the right to buy them at a fair price, according to the 
rents they were paying. But few enough tenants had any capital, 
and those with money dreaded the threatened excommunication. 
So when the church lands were put on sale, or “denounced,” a 
troop of American, British, Ftcn^, and German capitalists 
rushed to buy the properties. In the effort to breathe life into the 
mortmain estates of the church, the Reform lost many of the best 
to foreign absentee landlords. 

By forbidding the ownership of land by civil corporations, the 
new laws broke up the cjtdos, those community-owned lands on 
which the Indian peasants largely made their living. Tliis proved 
to be a most unfortunate procedure, although the family heads 
of the villages now individually owned their private parcels. The 
hacendados began to buy op many of these parcels, and their 
agents became adroit in cheating the Indians. For a handful of 
cash and a drenching in aguardiente, Indians could be persuaded 
to sell their new private property. 

It had seemed a logical part of the program to give every man 
his own plot of ground. But it simply did not work; the Indians 
were subject to the dictates of human nature, and many did not 
care to save themselves from themselves for themselves. So, para- 
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doxically, the land reform so beneficently conceived for the gen- 
era! welfare merely brought about a ^eater land concentration. 
And the provision that dissolved the time-honored t)\io proved 
the chief bone of contention in the revolutionary years to come. 

Under the new constitution, Cotnonfort had been duly elected 
president and Juirez made chief of the supreme court, which 
was equivalent also to the vicc-prcsidcncy. By autumn, in the 
thick of the increasingly bitter animosities, to try to avoid civil 
war by appeasing the conservatives Comonfort asked his party 
for a more moderate revision of the constitution. The liberal con- 
gressmen, distrusting his desire for conciliation, withdrew to 
Queretaro and renounced him, leaving him in the capital a presi- 
dent without a party. In its renunciation of Comonfort, congress 
automatically made the Indian Julrez president of Mexico. Com- 
pletely rid ci military men in the high offices, Mexico was now 
governed mainly by lawyers and writers, with more Indian blood 
in the ruling body than since the days of Cuauhtfcnoc. But it was 
not for long. The conservatives took possession of power in the 
capital, and the appeasing General Comonfort went off sadly 
into exile. The church-backed conservative army set about to 
wipe out the new liberal government. Juarez escaped to Man- 
zanillo on the pacific coast and shipped to Panama and thence to 
Vera Cruz, which had remained loyally liberal. For three years 
Juarez conducted his liberal government from Vera Cruz, refus- 
ing to accept defeat, while the whole land was rent with a most 
vicious civil war. 

■While the church was opening its coffers munificently to the 
reactionary armies, Juirez was appropriating the customs duties 
at Vera Cruz. Although the anti-liberal forces were successfol in 
most of the cities and large town^ the cwisiitutionalists held the 
countryside by the most dcrilbh sort of guerrilla warfare. Vera 
Cruz withstood successfully two major attacks from the reac- 
tionary troops. And through the wbdc nightmarish three years— 
with the conservatives winning all the other major engagements 
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— it was the integrity and inflenbility of the little Indian that 
kept the ideal of democracy glowing- His simple words of pro- 
found import stirred the people as no Spanish rhetoric could have 
done. 

In July of 1859, realizing that the power of the church had 
to be radically broken if Mexico W’crc ever to have peace and 
economic stability again, Juarez issued his famous Reform laws- 
AU church property was declared conhscated. Monastic orders 
were to be broken up and convents dismantled with the decease 
of present occupants. Seminaries were prohibited. Freedom of 
worship for all religions was decreed. Marriage was made a civil 
contract- Priests and nuns were prohibited from appearing on 
the streets in their religious vestments. Besides the strictures 
against the Catholic Church, freedom of the press and the right 
of assembly were written into the bill. All titles of nobility were 
abolished. The democracy of Mexico was emphasized in the sen* 
tcncc; “The national sovereignty b vested essentially and orig- 
iaally in the people.” For these democratic reforms, Jufrez has 
gained the tide of “Thomas Jefferson of Mexico.” 

The public proclamation of the Reform laws was the signal 
for incicased fury in fighting on both sides. When undefend^ 
by reactionary troops, church property was ruthlessly seized and 
the churches themselves were sacked. Priests who refused to give 
the sacrament to dying consUtutionalist soldiers were shot. As 
that very able historian, H. B- Parkes, sees the radical decree: “It 
was a salutary severity, cleansing the country of the miasmas 
which had accumulated through three centuries of clerical con- 
trol; it weakened the powers of religious superstition and taught 
the Mexican people that one could lay hanib on the clergy with- 
out bring smitten with wrath from heaven.” 

The proclamation of Juarez’s antj^cclcsiastical measures was 
really the turning point in the war. Though the better equipped 
reactionary forces continued to vrin victories for a year, the wax- 
ing strength of the liberals became obvious as their civilian lead- 
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ers learned better how to direct the fight. The need of funds 
drove both sides to desperate remedies of ruinous debt caotracts 
and dangerous treaties with foreign powers. The country was 
bleeding to death- The intrenched interests, leagued with the 
retrograde church, svere not easily ro be dislodged svithouc super- 
sacrifice and persistence. But Juarez never once wavered in his 
abiding faith that democracy would triumph. He himself pos- 
sessed in concentrated form the endurance and patience of the 
Indian, He was a pure product of the soil; his humble origin 
had brought him so close to life’s immediacies that he was never 
to be thrown off base by nonessentials or superficialities. The 
steady flame of inspiracioa that refused to recognize defeat Itcpt 
the civilbn soldiers uplifted in faith as well as cottrage. 

While the European powers had recognized the conservative 
Miramdn as president of Mexico, the I/nited States had acknowl- 
edged Juirez, But to forestall the menace of a European invasion, 
that seemed likely, the government at Washington considered 
United States intervention. With the threat of intervention dan- 
gling like the sword of Damocles, to buy off the United States 
Juarez agreed to the notorious McLane-Ocampo Treaty of De- 
cember, 1859, by which the United States was to have in perpetu- 
ity a right of transit between the oceans across the Isthmus of 
Tchmntcpcc and the right to send soldiers onto Mexican soil 
to protect American property. Juarez’s government was to receive 
two millinn much-necdcd dollars in cash, and two more millions 
were to be applied to American private damage claims against 
Mexico. Many Mexicans were indignant at this smirch on their 
national sovereignty and protested vigorously and with passion. 
In the end the United States Senate refused to ratify the treaty, 
largely because the Northern senators suspected it would help 
the South in the struggle that seemed so imminent in i860. 

Even though some of his own followers opposed the treaty, 
Juarez had agreed to it because his financial situation wms so 
desperate. Later he wrote an apologia and s^d it was his love 
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of liberty in the face of desperation that compelled him to take 
the step. “God knows the sacrifice it caused me," he said. 

When Abraham Lincoln became president in i86i, the tone 
of United States diplomacy riianged. “Be just, frank, and mag- 
nanimous,” he instructed his first envoy to Mexico. “Gain the 
confidence of the people, and show that your mission is earnestly 
AmcTican, in that continental sense of the word, and fraternal 
in no affected or mere diplomatic meaning.” 

In the fall of i860, Ju^cz had put a new man in command of 
his troops, General Ortega. The tide began to turn. After a series 
of liberal victories, three days before Christmas Ortega inflicted 
a decisive defeat on the conservative forces. On New Year’s Day, 
1861, he entered the capital with his victorious army. Ten days 
later Ju 5 rez, dressed in sober black, arrived from Vera Cruz to 
take up the Herculean task of administering a prostrate nation. 
The treasury was more than empty. European nations were al- 
ready clamoring for debt payments and shortly threatening inter- 
vention. 

In March, Juirez was re-elected to the presidency as the only 
one who could possibly revive the mangled land. All his splen- 
did dreams for using the mortmean church properties and the 
hoarded capital for the general welfare had come to nought. 
Instead of going into schools and roads and irrigation projects 
and railways, the ecclesiastical wealth had gone the way of civil 
strife. In his desire for harmony and cooperation, Juarez made 
two mistakes: He declared an amnesty for all his enemies except 
a few dangerously powerful generals, and he permitted his con- 
gress to have more power than it has ever had under any other 
executive. This congress was filled with radical orators who had 
never had such a ropl chance to extend their personalities. They 
continually criticized and condemned, proposed and counter- 
proposed. Instead of being a help to the president, who was al- 
ready enduring the tribulations of Job, they were an additional 
plague. 
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A little more than a month after Juarez's re-election, while 
desultory dvil war was still going on in Mexico, news came that 
the United States was engaged in a war between the North and 
the South. None dreamed the indirect but momentous conse- 
quences of that war to Mexico. But in France the crafty little 
Napoleon III thought he saw an opportunity he could turn to his 
imperial credit. While the United States was too absorbed in its 
own tearing troubles to concern herself with Latin American 
affairs, Napoleon determined to create the nucleus of a new 
empire in the Western Hemisphere- 

Payment on a calamitous loan negotiated by fu^cz’s chief 
opponent, General Mirarodn, was now demanded by the French 
government. The loan had been made by a Swiss banker named 
Jeckcr and taken over by a bastard kinsman of Napoleon who 
now claimed the total amount of 15,000,000 pesos, although only 
1,500,000 had been paid before jeeker went bankrupt. Napoleon 
decided to make the claim a justifiable reason for occupation. 

In the debt and damage claiming, Spain and England joined 
with France. Fleets from all three nations, with expeditionary 
troops aboard, arrived at Vera Cruz like zopdoics at a death in 
the Swamp. 

To try to keep peace in bis queasy land, Juarez was forced to 
acknowledge not only the just claims, but many of the unjust 
ones. Payment, however, had to be deferred. The English and 
Spanish negotiators, convinced that Juarez was not dbhonest, 
turned tail and sailed home, leaving France to do what gouging 
she would. 

Napoleon had been fervently assured by refugee Mexican con- 
servatives that the populace would welcome French intervention 
with expansive embraces. Juarez was pictured as a schembg, low- 
bred cutthroat. The annual revenue of Mexico and its potcndal 
wealth were made to sound like the fabulous talcs of Monte- 
zuma’s treasure. The exiled Mexicans were burning with desire 
to sell their country out to some alien prince supported by Na- 
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poleon’s troops. They were delighted when the choice fell on a 
Hapsburg, the young Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian, brother 
of the Emperor of Austria. 

Shortly, by way of prelude, another French army arrived at 
Vera Cruz, to reinforce the dcbt-«»llccting expedition, and the 
interventionists were ready for their march on the capital. They 
were joined by Marquez, the bloodiest of the reactionary generals, 
with the tattered remnants of his church-blessed troops. 

With superlative self-confidence and colors bravely flying, the 
French set out for Puebla. On May fifth the invaders assaulted 
the city’s fortifications and met wnth such a resounding defeat 
that the Cinco de Mayo became a national holiday and the subse- 
quent name of a street in almost every Mexican town. 

Napoleon was astonished beyond measure at the repulse of 
his soldiers. But, having launch^ hb magnanimous regeneration 
of Mexico, his honor would not let him welsh now. He sent an 
abler general and thirty thousand fresh troops across the Adantic 
to teach the Mexicans differences. It was a whole year later 
before Puebla finally capitulated, on May sixteenth, after a calami- 
tous siege of two months in which starvation took its toll in 
miseries. After the bulk of the Mexican army had surrendered 
at Puebla, the defense of the capital was not feasible. With what 
was left of his army, Juarez and his government withdrew to 
San Luis Poiosl in the north. The French took possession of 
the capital on June tenth, with a bought-and-paid-for floral 
demonstration. The jubilation in the churches, however, was as 
sincere as ardent. Were not the good Catholic French come to 
restore all their lost property? 

But the joyous anthems died away, for the French commander 
decreed that the present owners of former ecclesiastical lands 
and possessions were to keep diem. Nothing was to revert to 
the church. Nor did the French intend to hand over the rule of 
the country to those impatient aimcrvativc exUes who had re- 
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turned with them from Europe^ With considerable astonish- 
ment, the Mexicans who had encouraged the French intervention 
now saw that its regenerative qualities looked suspiciously like 
mere foreign domination. Yet to the young Maximilian was 
ceremoniously offered the crown of Mexico. 



12. Pale Interloper 

"You thui\ my life a music box that plays gay 

JOSE RUBEN ROMERO 

A committee of exiled Mexican notables waited upon the Haps- 
burg prince at Miramar, his castle on the Adriatic, and invited 
him to become Emperor of Mexico. Maximilian modestly ex- 
plained that he was not the sort to intrude where he was not 
wanted. He would accept only if he could be assured by a 
plebiscite that the populace wanted him. Of the utter farce of 
Mexican voting he was unaware. When informed in due time 
that he had been chosen emperor by a tremendous majority, 
he agreed to come. 

Napoleon too had been deceived, not about the plebiscite but 
about the wealth of Mexico. Through the bragging and romanc- 
ing of the Mexican commission, he was carried away with fan- 
tastic imaginings. He was not altogether insincere when he 
told Maximilian he was gi«ng him “a throne on a pile of gold.” 
But he was too suave a diplomat to add that he regarded the 
prince as a debt collector and a tool of imperial ambitions. 

Maximilian set out in good faith as a benevolent ruler, not as 
the head of the conservative party. He had dabbled in the study 
of liberalism and had discussed the merits of socialism with that 
good Utopian Robert Owen in England. He wrote amiably to 
the austere Juarez, naively asking his help and assuring him of 
his appreciation of his patriotism. 

The ocean voyage on the Novara passed blandly and full of 
golden expectation. The liberal Maximilian beguiled the weeks 
of crossing by preparing a lengthy compendium on court eti- 
quette. He and his young vrife Carlotta saw themselves in a 

t66 
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rosy haze, receiving their due meed of royal courtesy from a 
grateful people. And, spurred by his princess, the prince con- 
jured up a glamorous vision of himself as a kind of White Knight 
bringing blessings. The young hearts fluttered with intense anti- 
cipation as they approached the harbor of Vera Cruz on May 
twenty-eighth. Was not the whole world watching their hbtoric 
landing and reception? 

After the ship noises of casting anchor ceased, a profound 
and ominous silence held the sultry air in thrall. There was 
no reception committee, no martial music, no banners, no gar- 
lands. The only sign of life was the scavenger vultures, the 
zopilotes, swooping about their repulsive personal affairs. It was 
as if the sordid seaport had been deserted by a populace fleeing 
from a plague. In her overwhelming disappointment, the high- 
spirited Carlotta could not restrain a flood of tears. 

Napoleon had ordered an expensive reception and a regal 
banquet But something had gone wrong. After wandering dis- 
mally about the blistering streets, the royal party had to return 
to the ship for a savorless supper. With typical Mexican casual- 
ncss about appointments. General Almonte, the acting regent, 
had mbcalculatcd the lime of their arrival. Hours Ute, he finally 
dashed into town from Orizaba. At his orders the fortress guns 
now let off a welcoming salute. Still the populace did not stir 
to cheer or even to look. Vera Cruz was overwhelmingly liberal 
in sentiment, and took malicious satisfaction in ignoring the 
pretensions of an emperor. The royal couple’s night was filled 
with dark forebodings. Had they been deceived? Were they 

really wanted? How would it all end? 

The next day, when they were testing at La Solcdad from 
the first stage of their overland journey, a messenger arrived 
with a note from Juirez himself. Maximilian grasped it eagerly. 
But what he read chilled his heart. The very brevity of the mes- 
sage added to its import. 
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It is given 2 man, sir, to atiadc the rights of others, seize their 
goods, assault the lives of those who defend their nationality, make 
of their virtues crimes, and of one’s own vices a virtue, but there is 
one thing beyond the reach of such perversity— the tremendous judg- 
ment of history. 

Maximilian turned pale. It was as i£ an honorable enemy had 
presented a man widi a loaded gun and suggested that he blow 
his brains out to forestall a greater catastrophe. The scales 
dropped from the Austrian’s eyes. This Indian Juarez, who had 
been pictured to him as a vidous ignoramus, was obviously a 
man of parts and doubtless a sincere patriot. Had he hims elf 
not been tricked into coming to this most alien land as a 
savior? 

Though the roads were so drcad&il that one wheel of the 
royal coach was irreparably smashed, Carlotta endured the 
calamities of the progress with uncommon fortitude. She re- 
marked the wonder of Mexican scenery. She noted the donkeys 
loaded with bags of vanilla that scented the air about their 
like sweet incense. She delighted in the brilliant-feathered cocka- 
toos perched among the pendent orchids. Again and again she 
called her husband’s attention to the bronzed Indians in their 
white cotton suits and enormous straw hats, making fascinating 
pictures whether they moved or stood still. Like many another 
person through the ages who has lost the sense of his perturba- 
tion in the spell-binding beauty of Mexico, Carlotta, tired to the 
bone, took courage from the wild harmonics of nature as the 
party was forced to traverse the rim of the mountain on horse- 
back. What an odd way, she remarked, for a princess to spend 
her twenty-fourth birthday! The date was June twenty-fourth, 
1864. 

Five days later the ropl party paused at the church of Guada- 
lupe for a blessing and to behold the shrine of the Virgin of 
the Indians. They wctc met by a cortige of conservative notables 
and their wives, all rcsplcndcntly dressed. They took some heart 
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as ihcy proceeded the last three miles into the poplar-bordered 
avenue in Mexico City that led them to the great cathedral on 
the Zdcalo. Here they svcrc so quicldy crowned that the proceed- 
ings seemed positively furtive- But the throngs in the plaza 
cheered lustily, and all tlic church bells in the capital pealed as 
the royal couple walked over to their new domicile, the vast 
National Palace witli its more than a thousand windows. The 
desperately weary pair looked forward to nothing so devoutly 
as a night’s tranquil sleep. But even diis simple boon enjoyed 
by shepherds under the stars was denied the emperor and em- 
press. Bedbugs roused them from their slumber. They were 
forced to seek out a billiard table on which to test their impcnal 


fl«h. 

Cirlotta could not bear the chcctlcss palace. So the court re- 
moved to the summer castle at Chapultepec, high above the city. 
Here on this spot Montezuma had spent the best diys ol bis 
fabulous Kign. Maximilian began to remodel the buddmg, to 
refurnish and decorate it. He planned a boulevard from the hill 
to the cathedral square, four miles away. Loggias and wallu and 
intimate patios were conceived and executed. In the munificent 
cUmate, the new flowering shrubs and vines were quickly 


abloom. 

Carlotta chose her ladics-in-waiting from the most proroment 
conservative families. And while she shocked the languid senoms 
by trotting about on jingling moicback among the t ousan 
year-old cypresses of Montezuma’s park, her husband on horse- 
back braved all kinds of weather to survey his new domain, to 
speak in halting Spanish to bb new subjccu, and to learn uum 
at first hand. On September sixteenth, Independence Day, c 
appeared at Dolores and risked assassination by appearing on 
Father Hidalgo’s balcony and making a speech on liberty. The 
glaring Indians gave over their sullenncss and admired hb cour 
age and even found him simpitico. The legend of Quctz^cwtl 
had been revived among them. And some of them who looked 
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upon the tall, fair giant with the parted golden beard were will- 
ing to believe there might be truth in the tale of the god s 
return. Because they cheered him with enthusiasm, the emperor 
believed the rest would be easy for him. 

Maximilian came to have a fondness for the Indians. He liked 
their quiet ways, their patience and philosophy. He began to sec 
himself as their protector, and he determined to abolish peonage. 
It was on the Indian that the emperor fixed his faith — they 
would be the foundation and mainstay of his empire. 

“This continent is very progressive in a political sense,” the 
emperor wrote to his younger brother. “All the stilted trumpery 
with which we so stupidly encumber ourselves in Europe, and 
shall continue encumbering ourselves for centuries, has been 
discarded over here.” In another letter, he wrote: “Ours is a 
healthy democracy. We live here in a free land among free 
people and under enlightened principles such as you at home 
cannot ever dream about ... in social questions we are far 
ahead of Europe.” 

The conservatives resented Maximilian’s democratic attitudes, 
his big sombrero, his efforts to please the Indians. And the 
church party was highly displeased with their minion. The pope 
sent a nuncio across the seas to demand, among other things, 
the absolute annulment of Juarez’s Reform laws, the restoration 
of monastic orders and the restitution of church properties. Car- 
lotta herself interviewed the nuncio and backed her husband’s 
liberal position in strong phrases. Neither side would give in an 
inch. The liberal press shouted that the Juarez doctrines had tri- 
umphed. Rome was mortally offended. Carlotta wrote indig- 
nantly and pertinently to the French empress: “To expect this 
country — burning with resentment against theocracies — to return 
the enormous holdings of the clergy would be not only blind and 
irrational, but silly beyond compare.” 

At last one of the most astounding of all Mexican paradoxes 
gradually became apparent on both sides of the Atlantic. The 
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Catholic prince of the most royal Hapsburg dynasty was cham- 
pioning the liberal cause. The realization dumbfounded the 
creoles as well as tlic clergy. Conservative society began to cast 
cold looks on Chapultcpee. CarlottaT ladics-in-waiting became 
constrained in their politeness, when it was their duty to appear 
in court To clear the social air of bad feeling, the emperor and 
empress tried the time-honored royal dodges of creating orders of 
merit and giving elaborate parlies. For the titillating honor of the 
new decorations the piqued and the pouting seemed willing to 
brush aside their differences. 

Mexico had nescr before known such state dinners, nor has 
it known such since. They began at three-thirty in the afternoon 
and lasted into the cs’cning. Wines from Hungary, France, an 
the Rhineland brought spots of joy into the sallow cheek^t 
Mexican society and a hadachc to the treasury department. The 
wine bill exceeded one hundred Uiousand pesos the fim year. 
And Maximilian in a private letter home contemptuously com- 
mented: “The diplomats gulp and guzzle so strenuously that 
after dinner they can do nothing but lisp inarticulate nonsense. 
Some of the dosvagers snoozed audibly to the lullaby of after- 
dinner music by the Viennese orchestra. But ^mapping and 
nonsense-babbling were not unaroiablc manifestations. And 
Maximilian was happy to endure both as long as c was 00 -c 


on in friendly wise. . , 

Dinners, suppers, musical soirees followed one anoth^ m 
succession. Life in the court most have seemed as 
idle as it was extravagant. But Maximilian was not idle. He had 
become more and more fascinated with ideas of reform. And 
while soothing the members of the upper crust by pmnrng on 
decorations, he spent his work hoors vaguely ptamg for the 
general welfare. One night, taking his aide and hts J*x,ca„ 
private seeretaty with him, he visited the city bieeto, becanse 
he had heard “the employees were treated like slaves Another 
night he made a surprise tour of the prisons, mspcctc ea 
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and dormitory, questioned some of the prisoners, and “exhorted 
them, on their release not to go back to crime, but to lead hard- 
working, honest lives.” He sketched schemes for education of . 
the masses. He started a national art gallery and purposed to 
crcatc'acadcmies of science. He saw in the future the construction 
of a great Mexican navy. But whatever nebulous progressive 
measures Maximilian had in his mind, they were hamstrung by 
a subject to which he gave only the faintest consideration — 
finances. There was no money in the treasury, nor had a cent of 
his and Carlotta’s personal salaries yet been paid. 

Maximilian had not examined closely the realities of the role 
he had assumed. The agreement between him and Napoleon, 
known as the Convention of Miramar, was simple: A French 
armed force was to be maintained in Mexico until the end of 
1867, and Maximilian obligated himself to see that Mexico paid 
her foreign debts and the entire expense of French intervention. 
Before leaving his own terrace on the Adtbtic, Maximilian had 
burdened Mexico with a debt far beyond its capacity to pay. 

Through one long, grueling night he sat up with his cabinet, 
learning from one after another the excessive deficits in their 
departments. The internal debt looked as hopeless as the foreign 
debt, which had been tripled by the French intervention. In an 
agony of headache, though realizing their economies would 
hardly be a drop in the empty tub of debt, Maximilian and Car- 
lotta began cutting expenses right and left- They canceled parties, 
dismissed a large portion of their retinue, and took to the simple 
life with avid relief. 

The new economy gave him an excuse to spend much time 
away from Chapultcpcc in Cuernavaca. Hb Mexican secretaries 
were delighted because they nearly roasted from the heat of the 
stoves he kept burning in the offices in Mexico. M aximilia n db- 
liked the chill of Mexico City’s climate and kept the temperature 
as hot as a Turkish bath. At Cuernavaca the air was semi- 
tropical and very pleasant, and Maximilian and Carlotta found 
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a measure of contentment. After a hard week s work, the em- 
peror would seek diversion in picnics in the woods. He found a 
site that particularly appealed to him, and out of hb inherited 
income he built Carlotia a house in Pompeian style and called 
it El Olvido, “Forgetfulness." 

But there was little personal peace for the emperor and em- 
press, for the leaders of the royalbt party began to make inces- 
sant demands for an heir. What, nine years of marriage and no 
conception yet? Tch, tch, tchl Had Mexico gone to so much 
trouble and expense to procure an emperor, only to have the 
imperial line cut off so short? They urged Maximilian to bestir 
himself. Embarrassed and perturbed, Maximilian tried to be 
amiably evasive. But soon some venomous clergymen began to 
circulate the report that the failure was due to venereal disease 
contracted in the emperor’s youth- Then Carlotta was shamed 
with the accusation of barrenness. Whisperers brought reports 
to the empress of infidelities on her husband’s part Scandal- 
mongcring was rife, and for a period blighted their rather 
idyllic love afTair. At last, as a gesture to satisfy the public, the 
royal pair adopted one of Emperor Augustin dc Irurbide’s little 
grandsons and made him heir to the throne. With the passing 
of the Austrian the rule of hfcxico would again go back to the 
Mexicans. The idea was promulgated partially as propaganda 
to win over juarisus. But it had little effect on either their loyalty 
to democratic principles or their shouting. 

King Leopold I of Belgium, Carlotta’s worldly-wise father, 
watched the Mexican experiment with dubious interest. He sent 
two brief letters of special advice. He cautioned hb daughter 
against harsh measures towards papal nuncios in particular and 
the church in general. The clergy may become dangerous,” he 
warned her. The other advice concerned the importance of the 
mBitary command. He recalled to them the great Napoleon s 
aphorism: “God b always on the side of the heavy 

But the trusting and honest Maximilian completely lacked 
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any of the Machiavellian sstureness of his father-in-law. In his 
efforts to do the decent thing as he saw it, he antagonized the 
pope, Napoleon III, the Mexican clergy, and the conservative 
creoles. And in the field of battle his jiiarista enemies were any- 
thing but pacified- Except in the capital there was little peace 
in the land. Guerrilla bands roved the country. The French 
troops did not know how to fight against ambush in the hills. 
The republican forces were merciless to the supporters of the 
monarchy when they caught them. Maximilian grieved for the 
agonies men endured for his sake. 

By the first of April, 1865, however, the French seemed to have 
the situation under control. Juarez and his army had been pushed 
to the very edges of north Mexico. General Porfirio Diaz had 
surrendered in the south. The best of the juarista army officers 
and political leaders who were not dead were in exile or prison. 
Juirez stood almost alone. Maximilian longed to meet him. “It 
was the Emperor’s great illusion,” wrote his Mexican secretary, 
"that if he could talk to Ju^ez he could attract him to his cause, 
make him his ranking minister, and, aided by him and freed of 
the intervention of the French, he could govern the empire 
wisely and inaugurate for Mexio), in its entirety, an era of 
peace, progress, and well-being.” 

Just when Maximilian believed that all would come easier, 
the surrender at Appomattox occurred. The North had won the 
War Between the States. By the end of the summer much of 
the unused ammunition and equipment were at the Texas bor- 
der, and the juaristas were being reinforced by filibusters from 
both the South and the North. 

Now that the United States had ended its own internal strife, 
■ the government was able to turn its attention again to interna- 
tional affairs. The most pressing extraterritorial problem was that 
the French were entrenched among the next-door neighbors, 
Secretary of State William H. Seward lent his shrewd intclli- 
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gcn« and power to helping Jndrez eapel the French and put 
down local opposition. . t 

Judrez’s government had become peripatetic. Hi! black 
riage war often to be teen moving in a direction contr^ to his 
desires. After Morelia. Queietato, and Guadalajara had been 
surrendered to the French and the Moticin conservatives, and 
the combined forces had approached San Luis Potosn Juarra 
and his government had left for northern Dnr^go. Then he 
had been forced farther north into Chihuahua. And as the em- 
pire prospered he continued to make removals towards the noi*. 
until hy *e autumn of .865 he made his last stand at Paso del 
Norte (afterwards known as Cuidad Juirez), at the vejy edge 
of Mexico and within rifleshot of El Tex“; 

Baxaine stopped short of Paso del Norte. He did wan .0 
risk trouble with Washington and give an opportunity for acra- 
sations that he had trespassed on United States soil. To come 
too neat the Texas border would have mflamed Ameri^ 
pubUe. Already dtere was a cUmorous advocacy m the Un trf 
Ltes for mring the victorious Union forc« into a pmunve 
expedition to drive the French invaders from Mexic^ 

When Maximilian had sought repte«n.at.on m Washmgtom 
he had been coolly informed that Juarex, the president of Mexie^ 
already had his minister there. In Paris, the United Stat» minu- 
ter now pointedly called on Napoleon 111 to ask how long *e 
French tr^lor wonld be in Mexico. He implied that 4e Mon- 
roe Doctrine was becoming extremely restwe with a European 
flag flying so near the southern border of the Umted Statin. 

&apdL squirmed. He knew the Mexii^ ventme had fajrf. 
He did not wL to face a clash with the Umted Statm. par^- 
latly at a time when an inimical Germany at to ™ 

growing menacing. In a last, vain effort to btmg about die paafi- 
mtion of Mexico, the Freuch put fier» energy -.0 -hen p™ - 
tlve expedinons. Against all his instmets and 
mUian ™s coerced by General Baxame mto signing a proclamiv 
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tion by which anyone caught fighting against the imperial forces 
would be shot as a traitor. The bloody executions that followed 
the decree stirred up tremendous ill-will against Maximilian, and 
turned the tables against him when he himself was captured 
by the enemy. 

By the beginning of 1866 the recuperative forces of govern- 
ment in the United States were sufficiently stabilized and 
strengthened for Seward to issue an ultimatum to the French. 
On February twelfth, without further ceremony, he demanded 
the exodus of French soldiers. The French emperor dedded to 
wash his hands of his imperial experiment in the Western Hemi- 
sphere. He prepared to bring his troops home, and wrote Barainc 
immediately to that effect. 

Though Napoleon was pledged to keep troops in Mexico until 
the end of 18^, Bazaine began to withdraw his forces from the 
north in March of 1866. As the French withdrew, the juaristas 
rushed in to fill the gaps. Meanwhile, a native army composed 
largely of illiterate Indians was being trained to protect the gov- 
ernment after the French exodus. 

Napoleon really expected Maximilian to leave with the army. 
Feeling betrayed by France, and realizing his powcrlcssncss, 
Maximilian was not altogether averse to abdication. But Carlotta 
was determined they should yet succeed. She decided to inter- 
cede personally with Napoleon. 

Risking capture by guerrillas, she dared the atrocious roads 
between the capital and Vera Cruz in the dreaded rainy season. 
Her humble entourage was attacked by bandits, who took the 
mules from her carriage and left her party on the roadside to 
walk to the next station in a drenching downpour. Here she was 
rescued by a young Irish-Amcrican engineer named Braniff who 
had rcccndy arrived in Merica Braniff hired a high, open buggy, 
and drove the empress the rest of the svay to Vera Cruz. 

At Paris the embarrassed Napoleon tried to avoid seeing Car- 
lotta. The importunate woman threatened to force her way into 
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the palace. At last the French emperor and empress saw her 
three limes and listened to her pleas and her vituperation. Both 
Napoleon and Eugenic were touched. They both wept at their 
impotence to help further. There was nothing to do^ they said, 
but call the deal off and have Maximilian return to the serenity 
of Miramar. In her frustration, Carlotta became frantic and 
rushed to Rome to throw herself at the feet of the pope. Her 
wits began to turn on the way. She declined food and water, 
suspeaing a Napoleonic plot to poison her. When the pope re- 
ceived her, she went stark mad in the holy presence. In a fit of 
frenzy she refused to leave the Vatican. She pled so piteously 
that the Pope had two cots prepared for her and her Mexican 
lady-in-waiting. They were the only women ever known to have 
slept in a pope’s anteroom. At the urgent papa! plea, Carlotta's 
brother came posthaste from Belgium. He took her to a guarded 
retreat and wrote Maximilian the tragic news. 

By the time the letter got across the Atlantic, the juaristu had 
gained ground everywhere. Maximilian decided he might as well 
go to his wife, for the interlude of empire seemed destined to a 
speedy end. He packed and sent hk luggage on to Vera Cruz. 
He wrote out his edict of abdication and left the capital for 
Orizaba. Here he vacillated for six weeks, coming more and 
more under the influence of hk confessor, a Texas-born priest 
named Fkchcr, who, having failed to wrest a good living from 
ranching and gold-digging in the States, had taken holy orders 
in Mexico. Like Rasputin, this adventurous Fischer had a sinister 
attraction, though a disarming one, and Maximilian had found 
him diverting as he conversed with him in his native German. 
Fischer’s slick tongue finally persuaded Maximilian to remain 
in Mexico, despite Bazainc’s last entreaties for him to abdicate. 
To make the emperor see the folly of remaining, Bazainc de- 
stroyed all military equipment he could not take with him. But 
Siow MaxiwiShn woaid not bad^ lor she Te2ctjon3Ties svbobzd 
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grown lukewarm about him passionately pressed him to remain. 
They were terrified of Juarez. Mawmilian was haunted by fear 
that abdication would dishonor him. The priest had emphasized 
the dishonor, while laying on the unction of foolish hope with a 
lavish hand. In Mardi, Bazainc sailed from Vera Cruz with the 
last of the French forces, leaving the emperor to Fischer and 
fate. 

To forestall further threats of abdication, the conservative 
leaders now thrust Maximilian forward as supreme commander 
of the imperialist Mexican army. In a way he was flattered. On 
the thirteenth of February, having exchanged the imperial fam- 
ily silver for food supplies, Maximilian set out for Querctaro 
escorted by fifteen hundred soldiers. It was also the thirteenth 
day of the month when Carlotta had embarked from Vera Cruz 
on her vain and tragic errand. Maximilian’s faithful secretary, 
Jos£ Luis Blasio, could not help but make a note of the coind- 
dence. At Querctaro Maximilian took charge of the nine thou- 
sand troops with the other three M’s— Miramdn, MSrquez, and 
Mejia— as his generals. 

The dty was gradually surrounded by forty thousand juarhtas. 
Food supplies and water were cut off. The Austrian hussars left 
in the capital were sent for again and again, but the scouts were 
always captured and killed before they reached Mexico. Mar- 
quez and a strong detachment finally cut through the enemy 
ring. But they, too, were defeated, and could not return. Help 
did not come. 

Maximilian played his soldier role nobly, as one who knew 
the eyes of future chroniclers were upon him. But the contempo- 
rary eyes certainly applauded his democratic soldiery, his de- 
nials, his courage, hb willingness to undergo the hardships of 
his men. He wrapped hims^ for sleep in his blanket like an 
Indian. He ate the coarsest food. He recklessly exposed hb per- 
son. Though weakened by dysentery and wasted with fever, he 
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went about tr^g to spread courage and cheer. He suficred for 
the miseries his army’s presence had brought upon the towns- 
people. 

The heat that cam e with May made the situation less endur- 
able as the putrefaction of corpses polluted the air. Many called 
to mind the horrors of the siege of Mexico City under Cuauhte- 
moc, though this time it was a European prince rather than an 
Indian who was the principal object of the attack. 

In the ghastliness of the ordeal, Colonel Lopez, a dashing 
courtier who bad won the affection of both Carlotta and her hus- 
band, decided that Maximilian and he should live. He slipped 
through the lines to negotiate with an enemy commander. When 
the hour came, he had the guards removed, so that enemy forces 
could steal unmolested into the town and to the convent where 
Maximilian had his quarters. 

In the tumult, the juaritta oSeers pretended not to recognize 
the tall Austrian and did everything they could to permit his 
getaway. Maximilian found excuses to delay. He stopp^ to com- 
misaatc with Miramdn, whose face had been split open in the 
struggle. And then, instead of escaping as L^pez had planned, 
he went to join the Indian general, Mejia, encamped with scanty 
forces on the Hill of Bells. He stood boldly on the eminence 
waiting for the rebel infantry to charge the hill. He hoped to be 
killed in battle. But the enemy came forward without firing. 
The officer leading them halted before the emperor and an- 
nounced hesitantly, "Your majesty, you are my prisoner.” There 
was a rattling of his comrades’ sabers, but Maximilian ordered 
them to put up their blades. Quietly he mounted his white horse 
and rode down to present his sword to the rebel commander. 
General Escobedo. 

To his captor, Maximilian ^ve his beautiful horse for his 
courtesy in not parading him through the main street to rbk 
the derision of the mob. AH the rest of his possessions, except 
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the clothes he wore, were pilfered by the passing lines of curious 
soldiers who came to view the fallen emperor as he lay wracked 
with fever on his convent cot. 

Shortly Juarez ordered the sick man moved to another monas- 
tery and incarcerated in the dank crypt. Despite the emperor’s 
dysentery and high temperature, Juarez commanded that he be 
put on prison rations. Defying Juarez’s commands, the rebel 
general at Querciaro out of pity had the emperor subsequently 
removed to a room on an upper corridor where the other im- 
portant prboners were kept 

When Europe learned of Maximilian’s plight, half the royal 
heads began soliciting President Johnson to intercede with 
Juarez. Although the new American minister had been ap- 
pointed to his post more than a year before, he had not yet got 
to either Mexico City or San Lub Potosi, because of the disrup- 
tion in the land. Now, when ordered to confer at once with 
Ju£rez, he claimed illness, resigned his office, and remained in 
New Orleans. 

A committee of European diplomats visited Ju£rez to plead 
for Majumilian. They were met with the Indian’s proverbial 
impassivity and told that the trial would begin on the twelfth 
of June. Juarez did not say that the trial was merely a formality 
and that the imperialist leaders had been doomed since the hour 
of their capture. 

A jury of six republican captains, with a lieutenant colonel as 
foreman, was selected. The aristocratic Miramdn, horribly disfig- 
ured in the face, and the stolid Indian Mejia were on view at the 
trial. But Maximilian did not appear in his own defense. Be- 
cause of his illness he was allowed to be tried by proxy. Miramdn 
and Mejia received their death sentences with celerity, as they 
had expected. But they waited half hopefully for the verdict on 
the emperor’s fate. Maximilian’s lawyers prepared and delivered 
an eloquent and able defense. The jury conferred in the lavatory. 
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After a lengthy session, ihcy reached a divided verdict. Tlircc 
%vcrc for perpetual banishment, ‘ntrce were for execution. The 
foreman’s vote settled the matter. He decreed death. The date 
of execution w*3s Bxed for )unc sixteenth. 

The spotlight of the world's attention now concentrated on 
the taciturn Indian sitting in his Spartan-bare quarters at San 
Luis Potosi. He was the most significant Mexican Indbn in his* 
tory since Montezuma and CuauhtAnoc. In these momentous 
houn he was the most important man in the universe. On his 
desk lay imploring cabla from all the ruling houses of Europe. 
Spilling over to the floor were stacks of individual Jetters and 
long scrolls of signed petitions. Foreign ambassadors and minis* 
ters and agents besought interdews. Victor Hugo sent an elo- 
quent appeal. Even that great champion of the people. Garibaldi, 
put in his plea of mercy for the formerly hated Austrian. Be- 
seeching Mexian ladies added their picas for mercy. The fan- 
tastic New England-born Princess Salm-Salm, whose adventur- 
ous German husband was one of Maximilbn’s aides, literally 
threw herself at Juarez’s feet and offered her body svhen other 
entreaties failed. 

Juarez sat inflexible. But he was not untouched by the atten- 
tion he received. There svas a bitter-sweet satisfaction in the 
situation. *1116 proud Indian who had been degraded and re- 
viled for more than three centuries was having his hour of 
triumph. The blandishments of the white men, the humility of 
their kings and queens, did not move the implacable Juarez to 
spare Maximilian’s life. He read or listened to their petitions in 
stone-image silence. When strongly pressed for some word, he 
would reply, "ft is not I, but my people and the law who do 
this.” 

If he let the foreign interloper escape, Ju5rc2 reasoned, might 
there not be other alien princes who would make a bid for a 
Mexican throne when occanon served? Maximilian had to die 



i 82 Timeless Mexico 

to prove to the people that they themselves and Juarez, their 
elected leader, had the authority in their own nation. But many 
white Mexicans murmured among themselves, “It is Cuauhtemoc 
taking revenge on Cortes.” 

Paradoxically, however, by setting Maximilian before a firing 
squad, Judrez did him the best possible turn historically. It 
mitigated that judgment of posterity of which the Juarez note 
had warned him on his arrival three years before. To have been 
sent home in exile, well spanked for his thrusting impudence, 
would have been an anticlimax to mock a Hapsburg for the rest 
of his life. Recriving death in the breast from Mexican bullets 
gave a tragic aura to the emperor’s story. 

Execution finally took place on the nineteenth. The three con- 
demned leaders had been given a thrcc.day respite because 
Mejia's wife was having a baby, and the Indian general had 
asked for postponement until he beheld his child. It was one 
of those incredibly lovely days that come to Mexico in June. “I 
could not have chosen a better day on which to die,” Maximilian 
exclaimed as he beheld the glory of the early morning. On the 
Hill of Bells, against an adobe wall of makeshift fortification, 
the prisoners were lined up. With his unfailing courtesy Maxi- 
milian insisted that Miramon have the place of honor in the 
center, since he was a Mexican who had once been chief execu- 
tive of his own country, Mejia stood at Miramon’s right and 
Maximilian took his place at the left. Just before the rifles were 
raised the emperor walked down to the nervous riflemen and 
presented to each some money in gold. He begged them to aim 
at his breast and to spare his head, so that the sight of his dead 
face be not too shocking to his family in Europe. Then he gave 
his hat and his handkerchief to his adoring Hungarian cook, who 
had followed him to Querctaro. Returning to Miramon’s side, 
the pale towering prince made a speech that lasted only a few 
seconds. His last words werej “May my blood that is about to 
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flow be for tlie good of thu bnd.” It was sincere, for Jie Jiad 
come to have a great fondness for Mexico. 

At the signal from the officer's sword, the shots rang out. 
^!aximi)ian dropped. But he was not dead. Even in his execution 
there was blundering. Nothing had been clean-cut since the un- 
timely hour of his arrival in Vera Cruz. Lying on his face on the 
ground, be crietl out in astonished pain, “Hombrejf’’—9iS if to 
say, “Men, how could you ?” His writhing body was turned over 
on its back. One bullet loosed by either a nervous or a malicious 
hand had plowed up his forehead. The horrified officer pointed 
directly at the heart and signaled again. Thu time one well 
aimed bullet snapped the cord of life cleanly. 

As the instrument of France and that scheming “meddlesome 
mediocrity” Napoleon lU, the mission of Maximilian had been 
a ghastly failure. Yet despite his shortsightedness and inadequacy, 
one is bound to have pity for the well-meaning arutocrat There 
were few men alive equipped to undertake the rule of the most 
unstable and unaccountable country in the world. It is doubtful 
if even a much abler prince under the mentorship of Machiavelli 
himself could have succeeded. The strongest of alien interlopers 
would have been doomed, because the United States w’ould not 
long have tolerated a European-controlled government at her 
side door. 

As far as Maximilian was personally concerned, his life drama 
was ended at Queritaro on that historic day in June. The month 
of June, CarlotCa’s birth month, had ooincidentally been pregnant 
with significance in the ill-starred lives of Maximilian and Car- 
lotta. On June tenth, 1863, the French had taken possession of 
Mexico Gty, On June fcnfb, 1S64, the royal couple had been 
crowned. On June thirteenth, 1866, Carlotta had sailed from 
Mexican shores on her frantic, fruitless mission which ended in 
her madness. On June nineteenth, 1867, Maximilian was exe- 
cuted. 
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But the drama in which he was the luckless hero ^vas not 
entirely finished until he was laid away in a Hapsburg tomb 
many months later. In the interim another series of blunders and 
delays occurred. The embalming of the royal person was done 
by inexperienced local doctors, who did not have the essential 
chemicals. Eyes of black glass, the right size but the wrong color 
— taken from the image of an Indian Virgin — were substituted 
for the Austrian’s broken blue ones. When Juarez came to 
Qucrctaro to look upon the dead prince he had never seen in 
life, for some reason he decided to keep the body in Mexico, 
cither as a hostage or as a souvenir of triumph. From the end 
of June until November negotiations for the remains went on. 
In order to obtain them, Austria had recognized the government 
of JuSrez. But when an Austrian admiral came for them, he was 
held up with red tape for weeks. In the meantime the body, 
which had turned black, was re*embalmed. Finally, so much 
international pressure was brought to bear on Juarez that he 
released the royal corpse. On November twenty-fifth, the No‘ 
vara, the same vessel that had brought Maximilian so hopfeully 
to Mexico, took him back to Europe. 

But even after his interment in the family vaults, the story 
was not quite done. Carlotta lived on in her dream world until 
her eighty-seventh year. In a lonely castle in Belgium, with in- 
tervals of apparent sanity, she fed on her memories and watched 
dynasties pass. Emperors and kings departed forever — from 
Brazil, from France, from Russia, from Germany, from Austria, 
from Spain. Old Empress Eugraie clung to life until she was 
ninety-five, having lived long enough to sec her hated Germany 
humbled by the treaty signed in the halls of Versailles, where 
she had once been the beauteous mistress. Carlotta did not die 
until sixty years after her husband’s execution. She had lived so 
far into another age that she had become a romantic legend even 
to herself. At the time of her death in January, 1927, Mussolini 
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had been dictator of Italy for fire year?. Hitler was writing 
Mein Kampj. In Mexico, a strong president named Plutarco 
Elias Callcs was just beginning to slow down the revolutionary 
program and a young man named Lazaro Cirdenas was secretly 
planning to accelerate it if he ever get in power. 



13. Reconstruction 

“That hitter hopelessness that comes over peo- 
ple who hjiow Mesdeo well" 

D. H. LAWRENCE 

Two days after Maximilian's execution, the conservative forces 
in Mexico City capitulated to the younpsh General Porfirio 
Diaz, who had also won the siege of Puebla. President Juarez, 
still at his headquarters in San Luis Poiosi, received the cheering 
but expected news with no show of emotion. What is called tn 
history the War of the Reform was over. The republican cause 
was victorious. But the cost of victory had been gtcat. juirez 
had high cause to bear resentment. The French intervention had 
not only bloodied the land and stirred up vicious animosities, 
but it had retarded Mexico’s growth by many years. The prime 
consolation lay in the fact that Mexico had been preserved as a 
sovereign state. The forces that had opposed liberalism — the 
church and the conservative party — emerged with their prestige 
dragglc-t^led. The great tna)ority of the people were now united 
to back the liberal constitution and the Reform laws. A new 
kind of patriotism had been forged. Though he had done no real 
fighting himself, Juarez was aware it was his indomitable spint 
that had preserved Mexico in her roost critical years. 

The president wound up business in hb makeshift capital and 
prepared for the southward journey. He sent word to the capital 
he would stop briefly at Qucrctaro and arrive in Mexico in good 
time. On July fifteenth, to greet the returning president whose 
way he had swept for him, Porfirio Diaz had arranged a spec- 
tacular welcome and spent money lavishly on floral decorations 
and the preparation for a banquet. At the head of a triumphant 
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pfocesiJon be rode on horseback to meet Juirez at Tlalnepantla 
above Mexico City. As ihc victor of Puebla and Mexico, Diaz 
not unnaturally looked for some token of appredatlon from his 
Oaxacan compatriot and former law professor. He frankly ex- 
pected the honor of being asked to sit beside the chief executive 
in the carriage the last fesv miles into the capital. As the presi- 
dential black vehicle lumbered into the vslbg^ Juirez, dressed 
in his customary sober black, looked as forbidding as he was 
solitary. But, with heart charged with the emotion of the hour, 
Diaz rode eagerly up to salute him. The imsmiling Indian ac- 
knowledge his foremost general with a petfunaoTY nod. Then, 
without further ado, he ordered the coachman to proceed. As 
Diaz whirled his horse about, in his disappointment and chagrin, 
there was conceived a consuming hatr^ for Juarez. Diaz had 
his heart set on the presidency, and he had expected to become 
immediately heir apparent. Now he detersnin^ to get the top 
place as soon as possible on his owrt resources. Juirez had alien- 
ated a powerful ally. 

Arriving in Mexico City the door president put a quietus on 
show and triumphant demonstration. Grimly he took up his 
work of reconstruction, which bad been interrupted five years 
before by the foreign intervention. For the second time he had 
inherited an exhausted, bankrupt country, but this time condi- 
tions were far more chaotic than before. Since he did not work 
by witchcraft, he knew the problems of reconstruction would be 
long and arduous. “When a society like ours,” he said, “has had 
the misfortune to pass through years of internal upheavals, it- is 
seamed through with vices whose profound roots cannot be 
extirpated in a single day nor by any single measure.” 

He had hardly got himself established in the executive office 
when in August general elections were called for. Not all the 
liberals were in favor of Juirez. Some wanted to support the 
thirty-scven-year-old ber<^ Diaz. Others were in favor of Sebastian 
Lerdo dc Tejada, intellectual younger brother of Miguel, the 
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author of the Ley Lerdo. Juarez expressed a special desire for 
re-election, that he might be vindicated for having kept the 
presidency after the expiration of his regular term in 1865, when 
no elections could be held because of the war in progress and 
when constimtionally the office should have been assumed by the 
chief justice. General Ortega. In the October elections Juarez 
received seven-tenths of the remarkably small number of votes 
cast, less than 18,000 in the entire nation. The electorate seemed 
to say, “If Juarez is determined to be chief executive there is no 
me to vote either for or against him.” His new term of office as 
constitutional president was to continue for four years, until 
November thirtieth, 1871. 

Faced with manifold obstacles as he was, Ju^cz saw that 
Mexico’s foremost job was to uplift her masses. In that signifi- 
cant year of 1867, a Jew in Germany named Karl Marx was pub- 
lishing hb Das Kapital, which was to have potent influence in 
diminbhing the power of aristocracies and in raising the com- 
mon people. Juirez had not heard of Karl Marx and hb the- 
ories, but he knevi^ that he must arouse the Indian to self-respect, 
“not only individually but as a social unit.” He did not quite 
know how to go about it, but he knew that education must be a 
basic factor. 

“The man who cannot supply his famil y with food,” he wrote, 
“views the education of hb sons, not only as something remote, 
but as a positive impediment to hb struggle for custencc. In- 
stead of sending them to school ... he hires out their frail 
labor-power to alleviate, even if only to a slight extent, the mbery 
which engulfs them. If that man had a few conveniences, if he 
could squeeze the least profit from hb toil, he would from that 
day on be eager to educate hb children and provide them with 
a solid instruction. The dcrire to learn and to become illustrious 
is innate in the heart of man. Strike off the fetters of misery 
and despotism that oppress him and he will naturally achieve 
greatness. . . 
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Juarez ordered estate owners and municipal administrators to 
build primary schools. By the end of his third term the number 
of these so-called schools was estimated at eight thousand, and 
one-sixth of the Mexican children of school age were declared 
to be enrolled for some part of the year. The direction of educa- 
tion Juarez more or less entrusted to Gabino Berreda, who had 
been a disciple of the dry Auguste Comte in France. Berreda 
tried to impress upon the poorly trained teachers in backward 
Mexico the philosophy of positivism, which dealt only with posi- 
tive facts and the properties of knowabie things and which made 
no inquiry into causes. With positivism was brought into the 
liberal camp Comte’s emphasis on “authority and a graded 
hierarchy.” Though Juarez never seemed to understand posi- 
tivism very well, some of its implications accorded well with his 
own inclinations. 

The president himself was shortly called despot and accused 
of betraying freedom by bis dictatorbl methods. Juarez had 
hoped to govern without too heavy an executive band. Doubt* 
less he would have Hked to be a true democrat, in action as well 
as theory. But liberal democracy in a land with unlettered Indians 
and self-seeking politicians simply could not function properly. 
Because of both stubborn and feckless oppositions in various 
quarters, Juirez assumed more determined authority. The work 
of reconstruction was balked by a series of niggling revolts in a 
number of states. Some of these might have been avoided if 
Juarez had taken more thought of his demobilized soldiers when 
the war was ended. The liberal army had been cut down by 
two-thirds. Because of the empty treasury, the soldiers had been 
sent home without a centavo to tide them over, and no provision 
whatever was taken as to the means of fitting them again into 
civilian economy. Revolts of cx-soldiers who felt they had been 
badly treated ensued. They were put down with more imcom- 
promismg harshness th?n4^ been meted out to the reactionary 
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leaders who had fought with the French against their own 
people. 

Hated by the conservatives, Juarez lost favor not only with 
the more radical liberals, but with many of the moderate liberals. 
He constandy alienated men in authority by slights, as he had 
the ambitious Diaz. He was never inclined to pass out favors 
and rewards. Though his admirers believed in his ideas and his 
integrity, they had litdc affection for him. He had no intimates. 
He liked to stand alone. There was nothing sitnpdiico about his 
personal presence. He was one of those men who was more in- 
spiring unseen than seen. 

judrez shone more as an idealistic theorist than an adminis- 
trator. But he did establish order m his own land, if only for a 
time, and he resumed friendly relations with European nations. 
He was on excellent terms with the United States and he freely 
confessed the Importance of the moral and material support the 
United States had given him. (In 1869 William H. Seward, the 
recent secretary of state whose assistance to JuSrez had been 
indispensable, paid Mexico a visit.) Juirez saw the earlier mis- 
take in taking the ejidot away from the Indians and transform- 
ing them into privately owned pareeb, and he did what be 
could to rectify it, despite the Ley Lerdo. He saw, too, the need 
for railroads and he proceeded with building the line from 
Vera Cruz to the capital which had been begun in 1850 and had 
been interrupted by the intervention. He made plans for Mex- 
ico's economic development- He envisioned a frcc-school system 
that was to make all Mexico litcr^c. But hb program needed 
many decades to reach fruition. 

Now hb third term was nearly up. Against the advice of many 
of hb friends he asked for re-election to a fourth term as presi- 
dent. Instantly, from Sonora to Yucatan, there arose accusations 
of permanent dictatorship. Thb time not only hb mestizo enemy 
Porfirto Diaz stood for the presidency against him, but hb 
misted friend and most important member in his cabinet, the 
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crcolc Sebastian Lerdo de Tejada. The liberals who were bound 
to win the election were split three ways: For Juirez, the Indian; 
for Diaz, the mestizo; for Lerdo de Tejada, the creole. TTic sup- 
porters, who in no wise lined up according to complexions, were 
more or less evenly divided. In the elections there was no clear 
majority. The decision as to who would lead Mexico for the 
next four years devolved upon congress. Congress chose Benito 
Judrez. Lerdo de Tejada ^vas consoled with the presidency of 
the supreme court, which carried with it the succession to the 
highest office if the incumbent died or resigned. 

On November eighth, Porfirio Duz, who got nothing, “pro- 
nounced” against the Judrez administration from his hacienda 
X-a Noria. In the ensuing revolt there was some serious lighting 
in four states. Diaz’s brother Felix, who Jed the revolt in the 
home state of Oaxaca, was killed. In a vain hope that Mexico 
City would rally to his support, Por/irio made a cavalry dash 
to the suburbs. But he and his horsemen rode away faster than 
they had come. Finally, to escape capture, D/az assumed the dis- 
guise of priest and sought refuge with a bandit in the moun- 
tains of Nayarjr. The lotmet hero was now at his lowest ebb in 
fortune. 

By April, 1872, with the Diaz insurrection crushed, Juarez 
prepared to put all his progressive ideas into operation. But fate 
allowed him only three months more of service to his country. 
Sitting at his desk, on July eighteenth, he suddenly slumped 
forward unconscious among his papers. Taken home and put 
to bed, he died later in the night. Presumably he had sulfercd a 
heart attack. The symptoms, however, were somewhat strange 
for a fatal heart disorder. So men said, as whispers about poison- 
ing buzzed furtively. But no accusations were formally made. 
No documentary proof whatever of foul play has ever come 
to light. Yet today, in discussing Juirez, many Mexicans are 
likely to say, “Of course, you know he was poisoned.” 

Die-hard reactionaries today seem to enjoy believing in the 
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poisoning theory. Others look tipoa the passing of Juarez as un- 
timely for Mexico as Lincoln’s assassination was for the war- 
scarred United States. Certainly, as Henry Bamford Parkes says, 
“with Juarez was buried the last hope for at least half a cenwry 
of combining peace with freedom.” 

The name of Benito Juarez will ever stand as one of the 
greatest in Mexican chronicles. But threescore years after his 
death, his value is a subject of controversy in Mexico. His heroic 
figure is tarnished in the eyes of a large body of Mexicans by 
certain documented dickers with the United States. “It was 
Juarez,” accuses Jose Vasconcelos, “who started the policy of 
delivering the resources of Mesdeo to American capital.” Benito 
Juirez is no more wholeheartedly admired by the Mexican upper 
classes than Abraham Lincoln is by Southerners. Today the con- 
servative upper classes and many passionately devout Catholics 
regard the great patriot sourly. For his expropriation of church 
property, for hb agreeing to the McLane-Ocampo Treaty, for 
his early misjudgment in makbg ejidos illegal, they continue 
to accuse him. But to the populace at large hb Reform laws, 
his final winning out over the French interlopers and saving of 
Mexico for Mexico put Ju£rez among the top of the national 
heroes. The people refer to him as the father of Mexican democ- 
racy, and he is called both the Jefferson and the Lincoln of 
Mexico. Yet in the accepted United States sense of the term, 
Juarez was hardly a democrat. It is true be had ultimate hope 
in the electorate of the people. But though the matter is not 
clear, he appears to have been imbued with the doctrines of the 
French, rather than the American, Revolution. He seemed to 
believe in the European idea of Absolute State, which he attested 
to by his state Icgblation in regard to religion. Oddly enough, in 
some phases of their liberal ideology, Juarez and Maximilian 
were not far apart. Yet in attitude Judrez, the democrat, was 
more of a dictator than the emperor. 

Besides ridding Mexico of ^cn masters, the actual material 
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good Juarez accomplished lor Mexico in his own time is not 
impressive when catalogued. But considering the overwhelming 
adverse conditions against him, his achievements in imponder- 
ables were remarkable. Though the great Indian himself was 
unable to gain much for the Indians in his day, it is from the 
magic of his name that reformers in the twentieth century draw 
inspiration in working to alleviate Indian distress. The impassive 
Juarez emerges into history more as a symbol than as a human 
man. 
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1^. Peace with an Iron Hand 

*// t^e eroft of men fal, $t u uuru than when 
the erop! cf the country fj:l. For a country can 
be relieved, if thmgt are uett in the noghbour- 
ing eountnet, end experienced men manage 
the impoftt from them. But if the crop of men 
fait, if the moralt of the people fad, the U’orrt 
mueriet mutt follow, beeaute nobody can buy 
from a neighbouring country moralt end 
manly dueernment, if tuch of it that once u'at 
found IB our country hat been de/tro^ed or 

disnpated" 

TJlE KINc’l MniOK (TrniTTtVnl cintvhy) 

According to constitutional authority. Sebastian Lerdo dc Tejada 
assumed the presidency, and on October twenty-sixth elections 
for president were held, at wlikh he was ovcnvhelmingly elected 
according to the total votes cast, less than 11.000 out of a popu- 
fatj'on of ten million. Diaz had accepted amnesty, but shortly 
after the elections Diaz’s friend, the Naprit bandit, Lozada, 
raised a revolt which ended with his capture and execution the 
following July. A breathing spell of peace came to disturbed 
Mexico, and during this tunc congress officially incorporated 
the laws of Reform in the constitution on November twelfth, 
187^. This was the most significant event in the regime of 
>95 
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Juarez’s successor. It had taken years of bloody strife to break 
the political and economic domination of the church. Public 
opinion had come over to the liberal cause. 

But for all his brilliant intellect and oratorical virtuosity, Lerdo 
dc Tejada no more possessed the essential qualifications for an 
administrator of discordant Mexico than had the pale Hapsburg 
prince. When he announced in 1876 that he would stand for re- 
election, Porfirio Diaz decided the hour to strike had come again. 
Upon the plank of “effective suffrage and no re-election” he 
made his <ilef stand. Current malcontents flocked to his stand- 
ards. And while the United States government tactfully looked 
the other way, he gathered volunteers as well as capital across 
the border. Lerdo dc Tejada had committed the indiscretion of 
being inimical to American financial interests. He had refused 
to allow American railway contsacioTS to buDd a line from the 
Texas border to the Mexican capital. Because he distrusted the 
United States, he regarded the dreary stretches of northern waste 
land as Mexico’s best safeguard against further depredation. His 
refusal to deal with United States business hastened his undoing. 
But he was able to hang on until November. Twice the federal 
forces routed the Diaz rebels, but when his own president of 
the supreme court created another personal rebellion against 
him, Lerdo dc Tejada had no chance of survival. 

On November twenty-first, Diaz made his entrance into the 
capital, a few hours after Lerdo dc Tejada had precipitously 
departed for Acapulco and exile in California. Without any cere- 
monious to<lo, Diaz seized control. On May second, 1877, his 
presidency was recognized by congress. He who had instigated 
three revolutions against the constitutional government set him- 
self up as the great defender of democracy and constitutional 
rule. 

Because he had ever fought valiantly on the liberal side, many 
of the advanced thinkers had faith in Diaz and gave him fervent 
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support when he first went into olHce. The Indians who had 
sulTcred and bled for promised impro^'cmcnt in their lot gave 
devoted service to this mestizo, whom they believed to be their 
zealous ad^'ocatc. But the hopeful smiles soon died on the faces 
of the betrayed. With his own hands this former soldierly com- 
rade of the people barricaded all roads that might lead to re- 
form. This burning liberal, who came into power under the 
slogan of “no re-election” was to rule with an iron grip for a 
third of a century. Except for a break of one term— following 
his first — he continually re-elected himself until be was in his 
ninth decade Though he cleverly covered the mailed fist with 
a variety of velvety gloves, his control was no less absolute. 
Democratic principles were thrown into the discard, and cs’cry- 
thing staked on economic development and peaar- 

In Porfirio Diaz was exemplified again the curious paradox 
that continually recurs in Mexican hbtory— and is moreover too 
often a world truth— the radical democrat in power turned to 
arch-conservative dictator. The career of this man was of the 
strangcr-lhan-fiction sort. Few leaders have left reputations more 
lauded and vilified. Few have inspired biographies written from 
such passionate viewpoints. The complexities of his mestizo char- 
acter and his own reversals in political principles make him 
difHcult of appraisal. But he can no more be categorically con- 
demned than wholeheartedly praised. As a historical figure of 
Mexican history, for good or ill, Diaz looms large — like a mon- 
arch whose name symbolizes an age — like Elizabeth of England 
or Louis Quatorze of France. Paradoxically, the age of Diaz is 
held up as the best and the worst Mexico has known. 

Senor Jos^ Valadcs, the brilliant young Mexican historian, 
secs Diaz as driven by the mysterious forces of his environment. 
Tolstoi once looked upon Diaz as a veritable superman. Henry 
Cabot Lodge spoke of him as the compendium of all virtues. 
Typical of the egregious extravagance of praise lavished upon 
the dictator by foreigners is the dedication in a book called 
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Picturesque Mexico by a lady named Marie Robinson Wright 

In phrases out-Latining any Latins, she chants ecstatically: 

To Senor General Don Porfirio Diaz, the Illustrious President of 
Mexico, Whose Intrepid Moral Character, Distinguished Statesman- 
ship, and Devoted Patriotism Make Him the Pride and Glory of His 
Country, Is Dedicated This Volume, D«cribing a Beautiful and Pros- 
perous Land, Whose Free Flag Never Waved Over a Slave, and 
Whose Importance As a Nation Is Due to the Patriot Under Whose 
Administration Mexico Now Flourishes and Holds Its Proud Posi- 
tion Among the Republics of the World. 

Among a host of others who examined the picture critically, 
Blasco Ibanez saw in Diaz simply a tyrant. But he forced himself 
to admit that however great a misfortune politically and spirit- 
ually Diaz was for Madco, “as far as material progress went 
Mexico never had another ruler to compare with this man." 

To the unprejudiced student of history, no maner how much 
bad is to be found along with the good, one fact stands out boldly 
like a promontory above a stormy sea. Diaz did what no one 
else had been able to do successfully since iBio— he maintained 
peace. And that achievement alone in a people as trigger-con- 
scious as Mexicans should mitigate severi Ibis of accusations. 
Blasco Ibanez b justified in declaring that “the peace that Diaz 
maintained for thbty years was secured by wholesale executions, 
ordered without due process of law, and by violations of the 
liberties of the individual.” Yet no matter how hard and hitter 
for some was the price of peace, Mexico at this period needed 
peace above all else. 

Like Benito Juarez, Porfirio Diaz came from the south, from 
the very same province, Oaxaca. But the blood of juirez was 
all Indian, while in the veins of Diaz the Indian mixed with the 
Spanish on both sides of hb ancestry. Juarez was all of a piece 
and he never changed. Diaz’s complex character underwent a 
metamorphosis. Whereas Juarez’s dcsbe for power seemed aus- 
terely impersonal, that of Dbz was peculiarly personal. Juarez, 
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though implacable, was guided by integrity. Diaz was willing 
to compromise to his own advantage, and he possessed craft and 
guile completely foreign to Juirez. Yet in his earlier days Diaz 
achies'al a wcU-descrs'cd reputation for honesty; when his heroic 
fight against the French was won he returned to the national 
treasury the 87,000 pesos he had not used. And according to his 
own interpretation anything he did subsequently that went into 
the category of the shady was for the good of the common- 
wealth. He persuaded himself that his country's supreme need 
was for a master, and he felt stirring within himself the qualities 
to command such a position. 

In 1830 Porfirio Diaz made his advent into this hazardous 
world amid the confusions of civil ss*ar and a raging cholera 
epidemic His birth took place in the city of Oxraca in a third- 
class inn run by his industrious mother and his father, a horse 
doctor. He was christened speedily so that if he succumbed to 
the plague his immortal soul would be saved. The day of the 
christening was September fifteenth, exactly twenty years after 
Father Hidalgo had been awakened in the dead of night and 
made his decision to ring the Dolores church bell to announce 
the rebellion against Spain. Diaz chose to make the celebration 
of his birthday correspond with Mexico's national holiday. 

Young Diaz was an apt and personable lad, full of high spirits 
and curiosity, but with a ceaain gravity that made him impervi- 
ous to teasing by the mule drivers with whom he associated in 
the inn’s courtyard. He was a normal boy in his play, and fear- 
less; but though he was a dare^levil, he svas never a show-off. 
He learned to be a good marksman by shooting wild game 
when poverty necessitated that every shot must kill. He accepted 
his share in the family responsibility — his father died of cholera 
when Porfirio was a child of three — and helped his widowed 
mother by earning money at carpentry and shocmaking. As a 
lad he made his own shoes from goatskins and was quite con- 
tent in his blue denim jumper suit and his homemade worsted 
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hat. His mother, who eked out the family resources by teaching 
neighborhood children at fees amounting to about five cents each 
a week, was determined that he and his brother should have an 
education. Because she set her heart on Porfirto’s being a priest, 
the boy duly entered the local seminary. His manners and per- 
sonality endeared him to his schoolmasters, but he never became 
really proficient in grammar or any other form of book learning. 
When he gave up the idea of priesthood, however, and went to 
the Institute to study law and military science, he discovered his 
extraordinary aptitude for the latter. 

Blessed from birth with health and superhuman endurance, 
Porfirio was even-tempered and dependable. He possessed in 
heaping measure providence’s most useful gift, common senso— 
a quality often lacking in the romantic Spanish-Indians. He 
was inherently cautious. There was little of the demagogue m 
him. He never swept mobs by impassioned oratory. Only on the 
rarest occasions did he ever dbplay great passion or even great 
enthusiasm. The secret of hb successes in life was largely due to 
his superb self-discipline and hb coolness in climactic situations. 
In a picture of him done in i860 when he was thirty, the out- 
standing feature is the large, dark eyes, sympathetic, brooding, 
lighted with secret fires. Hb imperial and his sharp-ended long 
mustaches pointing at a 45-dcgrcc angle arc perfectly barbered, 
but bis short, dark hair b rebellious and refuses to conform. The 
purposeful bronzed face b rather handsome, with a melancholy 
cast to the expression. 

As a romantic-eyed, strong-chinned young soldier in Oaxaca, 
Diaz had begun his career aroused by the unfortunate lot of the 
Indians. At the feet of Juarez himself he had been imbued with 
liberal principles when he studied law under him. He had been 
tavern companion and camp brother to Indian peasant and 
mestizo small-hoIder. He had fought like a lion for his country 
and achieved the reputation of being one of the greatest soldiers 
Mexico ever produced. But he ended metamorphosed into a 
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white man in a white society. Long before the end of his rule he 
had turned white, not because of the French creams he was al- 
leged to use to lighten his complexion, but because he became a 
white nun at heart. He seemed to renounce his darker blood, 
as if it were a misfortune, by shutting his eye to the Indbns’ 
needs and to his opportunity to help diem. 

When Diaz was fifty-one and a widower, he married a girl 
of eighteen, Carmen Romero Rubio, the daughter of one of the 
most powerful conservative politicians of the time. ITiefc svas 
no more cliarming young w’oman in Mexico and none more 
aristocratic in feeling and attitude than Carmelita, as everyone 
called her. She had poise and intelligence. A delicate aura of 
glamor hung about her. Her influence on this husband old 
enough to be her father was extraordinary. With superb tact 
she set about to make a gentleman of him, though at times she 
almost despaired of making him eomb his unruly hair. As her 
drawing room became a salon for the highest society Me.xico 
could provide, Diaz took to the rehnlng wa)'s of culture, though 
he maintained an incorruptible dignity. There was nothing of 
the popinjay or martinet in him. He would have felt an egregious 
ass trailing imperbl ermine like Iturbidc or Maximilian. Like 
Juirez, he invariably dressed in black, but his clothes were cut 
by the best tailors and he learned to wear them well. By nine 
o'clock in the morning he was in his frock coat. He never let 
down, never let the Indian show through — least of all to his 
aristocratic young wife, whose approbation became a ruling fac- 
tor in his life along with will to power. 

Carmelita not only made him a gentleman, but she kept him 
young. When he was in his late sixties, strangers would guess 
his age as fifty. With his magnificent, deep chest and firm, mus- 
cular frame went an athletic agility. His walk had the casual 
grace and dignity of a puma. On his swarthy skin was the health- 
ful glow of a man who had made the most of the out-of-doors. 
While Ji«Jc given to ts))un^ hb peTSonsyny dominated any 
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gathering. He listened to Carmclita, to bishops, to doctors of 
letters, to distinguished foreigners- He absorbed like a blotter 
and got his education through the ear. When he did speak his 
voice was mellow and friendly and it inspired confidence. 

Following Maximilian by an interval of only a decade, Diaz 
found that upper-class Mexican society still relished the taste of 
coxirt life the emperor had dished out to them. So he began 
giving banquets with pomp and ceremony to please local society 
as well as to impress foreign diplomats and capitalists. He and 
Carmclita had the Chapultepcc palace elaborately done over in 
the hideous vogue of the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 
A conglomeration of ornate chandeliers, carved golden oak, 
flowered carpets, sentimental French paintings, Chinese teak- 
wood, and decadent statuary were imported and installed, along 
with a few pieces of excellent taste. It was all as euxed and 
overloaded as a contemporary 1890 interior of a Fifth Avenue 
manuon of a Vanderbilt. But the Diazes were cordial and 
gracious in the new manifesutions of foreign elegance, and a 
host of unaristocratic Mexicans now strove to be worthy of the 
honor of an invitation. High silk hats emerged on tens of thou- 
sands of heads. Waves of pretentious frock coats all but swept 
the blanketed, barefooted Indians into the gutters. In the social 
order of Mexico it came to be said that any occupation that 
could not be performed in silk hat and frock coat was deemed 
degrading. 

The son of the rich went abroad now in shoals to the univer- 
sities or to polish themselves off with a grand tour. The estate 
owners spent a brief period of the year on the hacienda, the rest 
in the capital or in Paris. Mexicans, having become conscious 
that the eyes of the world were upon them, wanted the civilized 
world to know how highly civilized they were. So they not only 
built railroads furiously, but with a great fanfare of dedication 
they opened art galleries, opera houses, and administrative build- 
ings to the public, svhile half-naked Indians gaped wistfully and 
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wondered why no crumbs fell to them from the groaning table 
of the new order. 

Before Diaz brought prosperity to the land, he had made the 
maintenance of peace his prime objective, and he was prepared 
to resort to any means to ach 5 e%-e it. When he took command, 
the unstable country had been racked with strife for sixty-seven 
years. Most of it had been that peculiarly disrupting kind of 
civil warfare in which hfexico was compared to two clawing 
cats slung o«f a wire with their tails tied together. By shresvd 
as well as strong measures, Diaz brought order to a distracted 
land. If admonitions and favors could not win peace, Diaz would 
squash Incipient res'olutions by hasty executions. Having no high 
opinion of the Mexican character in general, the president used 
to say, “A dog with a good bone will not fight or steal." So 
where\'er be could he gave jobs or privileges to would-be trouble- 
makers. He bought the loyalty of some by gifts of sinecures or 
concessions or hadendis. He secured support of others by creat- 
ing jealousies and hatreds among lesser rivals. “Divide to rule" 
was his motto. He followed his own version of the Indbn eadque 
system — supreme big chief, big chief, chief, little chief, tiny chief, 
each powerful in his own domain. He would play one general 
off against the other, make each suspicious of the other. He 
would make a friend of a potential enemy by appointing him 
governor of a state, and then he would send a general whom 
the governor loathed, to command the standing army in that 
province and to keep an eye on the governor. Whenever an army 
man or a prominent politician was about to become too popular, 
Diaz would knap him on the head and make him duck to more 
insignificant size. He would tolerate no potential rival near his 
throne. He was careful to select for his vice-presidents men whom 
the public abominated. 

Newspapers that were too critical of his adminbtration Diaz 
bought over or suppressed. A few irrepressible journalists were 
sent to meditate in damp, underground ce/fs of fortresses with- 
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out benefit of ink and paper. RcbeUious Indians of the north 
were condemned to slave labor in the pestilential jungles of 
Quintana Roo. Diaz justified hb harshest measures by saying 
publicly, “Better shed bad blood now to save good blood later.” 

The church caused him little trouble, because he winked an 
eye at the return to practices forbidden by the 1857 constitution. 
Catholic schools and nunneries were no longer raided. Religious 
processions were not chased off the streets. It was said, however, 
that no ecclesiastical appointments were made until Diaz ap- 
proved the lists. The archbishop would be having tea with Car- 
melita. They would toy with names. Porfirio would drop in and 
nod or look dubious as names were mentioned. His intimations 
were most helpful to the archbishop in making prudent sclcc- 
tions. 

Diaz had his own original bag of tricks for winning friends 
and influencing individuals. One day a notorious bandit was 
brought before the president, a lasso about his neck. Diaz re- 
ceived the criminal in chilled silence. Taking his pearl-handled 
revolver from the desk, he methodically loaded all five cham- 
bers. Holding the gun in his left hand and pointing it at the 
culprir, he thrust out bis right band. Eyeing the man intently, 
he said, quietly: “Which do you choose? TTiis hand with the five 
bullets or this hand with five friendly fingers?” The astonished 
bandit, who had expected to be shot on the spot, blinked but 
could not speak. Dropping to his knees, he grasped the right 
hand in fervent gratitude and turned out to be a most vigilant 
and loyal thief-catcher. 

Diaz handled brigands who imght have stirred up trouble 
against him by giving them positions of authority. He made 
them rttralet, state mounted police. It was an occupation they 
could turn into more profit than by highway hold-ups and pil' 
fering. TTic rurafes got a good fiving off the countryside with- 
out having to point a gun. Wherever they went roast chickens 
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and wine were theirs for the asking and the best horses they 
could straddle. 

Like Napoleon playing on the vanity of little men with his 
ribbons of honor, Diaz made the mounted police proud of their 
job by givbg them a cavalicr-likc costume that attracted atten« 
tlon in fashionable parks as well as on remote country roads. 
Tlie rftndef svorc suits of suhic in smoke-gray or russet brown, 
with silver silk embroidery on the bolero jacket and a vein of 
embroidered silver running down their glove-tight trousers. The 
sun and the moon high-lighted the silver on their sombreros, 
their saddles, their formidable spurs, the studs on their bridles. 
The devil-red blankets carried over one shoulder were like flam- 
ing badges of authority. Even the president himself, in gala uni- 
form with his breast ablaze with medals, was a drab flgure 
compared to commanding ofScers among the ruraUt. Their hats 
loaded with silver braid cost hundreds of dollars. One lop leader 
had his saddle and equipment mounted In solid gold to the tune 
of $25,000. With their Mauser rifles, their lassos and quirts, their 
knives in silver sheaths and their pearl-handled revolvers, they 
were veritable "arsenals on horseback.” Besides carrying weapons 
to withstand a siege, they carried their own supplies, their cook- 
ing pots and pans, their horseshoeing outflt. Some of them also 
carried guitars and would nearly madden village maidens w’ith 
their romantic plucking of the strings. Superb and daring horse- 
men, they lived for hairbreadth escapes from death. Though 
they were like the matinee idols to some, the very name rttrale 
had power to paralyze with fear. Some ruralet took dogs along 
as scouts to smell out fugitives and track them down in places 
a horse could not go. The dog was also trained to hold his mas- 
ter’s bridle like a groom when he dismounted to indulge in a 
passing amour. 

For all his theatrical costume, a rurale had to be inordinately 
practical and resourceful. When he was told to get a man in 
storm-swept mountain or fetid jungle he was not given any 
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other instructions or furnished with governroent maps. If the 
captive had talent for marksmanship and riding and wanted to 
serve the government, he was taken into service. If he had no 
special gifts he was shot doxvn as useless to the commonwealth. 

These knights-errant could be as ruthless and cunning as they 
were daring. And on occasions they could be wantonly cruel, 
as svhen they buried up to the neck in an open field a group of 
recalcitrant villagers who refused to give up their ejtdos, and 
then charged back and forth sportively as if playing some kind 
of polo in which the object was to knock the stuffing out of 
skulls. 

The rtirales had another function, very significant in the Diaz 
days; They served as instruments of the hacenisdos to keep the 
peons in line. They searched out peons if they escaped, yanked 
them home, and often gave them a good lashing for having put 
them to trouble, as well as making them pay so much a day 
for the man hunt. Despite the excesses of Ujc rurcies, they did 
the country signal service in that for the first time in Mexican 
history roads were made safe for travelers. They played a part 
not only directly in La Paz Porfiriano, but indirectly in the new 
prosperity. The economic basb of the Diaz dictatorship was 
simple in pattern; By selling a host of concessions to foreigners 
Diaz acquired a money reserve which more or less freed him of 
dependence on Mexicans. Through the money obtained from 
foreign intcrets he was able to support his troop of rurales, who 
kept the nation's treasury from ^ing disgorged on civil strife. 
Without the rurales, "The Hero of Peace” — as his admirers called 
Diaz — nught not have been able to give Mexico a generation’s 
breathing spell in which to build and expand. The economic 
progress under Diaz was speaacular enough to impress the world 
at large. 

During the ninctecnih<cntury expansion in the United States, 
Mexico had stood still, rooted in her colonial tracks. At the time 
Diaz took over she was noted throughout Europe as one of the 
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most backward nations in the world. This mestizo from Oaxaca 
was the first Mexican adminbtrator to possess a worlcl-vicsv, to 
girc Jus country a place in tlic sun as a nation, and to win the 
respect of foreign powers. Though he was farsighted in realiz- 
ing that Afexico would become enlightened only as she emerged 
from her seclusion and made contact with the world, he was 
w'ocfully shortsighted in keeping the masses in a stupefying con- 
dition of peonage. To bring about the material prosperity he put 
his country’s resources in pawn to foreign apitafists. In his 
policy regarding land ownership he turned Nfexico back towards 
feudalism. 

Under Diaz the concentration of land in the hands of a few 
became more exaggerated than anything Mexico had known. By 
1893 onC'fifih of (he territory had passed into the possession of 
land companies. Millions of acres of public land were turned 
over to a small number of individuals, native and foreign. Wil- 
liam Randolph Hearst’s father got a hunk "about the size of 
Maryland and Delaware combined.” The famous Terrazas estate 
in Chihuahua svas estimated to comprise almost thirteen million 
acres. Vast tracts of public land were doled out as rewards to 
politicians who would strengthen the dictatorship. By i9ro almost 
lialf of Mexico belonged to less than three thousand families. 

By the granting to land companies of the rights to national 
waters for Irrigation and industries, the essential water supply 
of the village lands could be cot off by the grantees. Alter the 
waterless tracts had been abandoned they could be legally “de- 
nounced” and the companies could claim possession. When vil- 
lages rebelled by refusing to obey the “denouncing” laws, they 
were often destroyed, and the land ownership passed to the fed- 
eral government. Though the same Indian family had possessed 
the same strip of land since before the conquest, if the present 
head did not have hid away somewhere a title to it, the property 
could be “denounced” and bid in 1^ a land company. 

The ejtdof grew so small that many family allotments were 
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reduced to a couple of furrows. As the rich, productive lands 
gradually passed into the wealthy landlords’ hands, Indians were 
forced to seek sustenance In the rock-strewn mountain sides. At 
the close of the Diaz period approximately ninety-five per cent 
of the rural population owned no property whatsoever — not even 
six foot of grave space in which to be buried or a tiny plot on 
which to raise a mess of beans. As Wistano Luis Orozco wrote: 
“The millions of acres bought up by the land companies repre- 
sented many more millions of tears, for it is not the powerful, 
not the great hacendados who have seen their millions of hectares 
fall from their hands, but the poor, the ignorant, and the weak. 

The laws and the taxes seemed arranged for the benefit of the 
foreign companies and the few rich estate holders. In the state 
of Guanajuato, for example, the land tax levied on all the estates 
amounted to less than that paid by the street peddlers. The special 
privilege that existed in the second half of Diaz’s administration 
was beyond anything that any country has known before or after- 
wards. 

At the very time that Diaz was putting the ownership of 
Mc:uco into the hands of the few, a smart young redhead in 
London named G. B. Shaw was continually jumping up on soap- 
boxes to denounce such practices in England. In 1884, the year he 
joined the new Fabian Socialist Society, he was warning the 
powers that be: 

The practice of entrusting the land of the nation to private persons 
in the hope that they will make the best of it has been discredited by 
the consistency with which they have made the worst of it. 

In this same year, Diaz was using his power to make every- 
thing as attractive as possible for the English oil companies to 
operate in Mexico. He stood godfather to the mining code of 
1884 by which the surface proprietor was declared owner of the 
coal deposits and petroleum. This new decree supplemented the 
Ordinance of Aranjuez whidi had existed a century and one year 
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—since 1^3 — and under which the crown retained ownership of 
“all minerals including bitumens and earth juices.” To private 
persons or companies was noav granted absolute possession on 
condition that tlicy worked the property and paid taxes. 

In a tract publbhed in this year of 18S4, the youthful Shaw 
who discerned the sociological dangers far ahead tried to make 
his handv%Titing on the wall noticed by making it witty: 

The most striking remit of our present system of farming out the 
natloiul land and capital to private individuals has been the 6 mslon 
of society into hostile classes, with large appeiites and no dinners at 
one ezueme and large dinners and no appetites at the other , . . 

Rut little more attention was paid to G.B 5 . in England and the 
United States than in Mexico in those rampant decades of rugged 
Individualism when money talked through brazen megaphones. 

In the fin de riiete, while the Pre-Raphaelites in Engbnd vrere 
rhapsodizing on eternal verities and endeavoring to move in an 
ambiente as remote from sordid materialum as they could con- 
trive, a group of young intellectuals in Mexico became powerful 
as apostles of sdentific progress. They called themselves dentlfi- 
cos. Like the English of the middle of the century, they twbted 
Darwin’s theory of natural scleaion and the survival of the fit- 
test to justity their class rule over others. They renounced the 
humanitarian liberalism of their fathers’ and Benito Juarez’s time, 
and put their faitii in scientific efficiency and material evidences 
of civilization. They discredited evoTthing Indian and believed 
tlte salvation of Mexico lay in complete white domination. These 
young creole lawyers and economists — there were less than two 
dozen in the inner circle — became a kind of ex oSicio “brain 
trust.” They influenced Diaz to encourage and conciliate foreign 
capital to the utmost and to turn the culture of Mexico more and 
more tosvards Europe. Because of rficir efficiency and their hon- 
esty "within the law,” Diaz let the lawyers among them negoti- 
ate with foreign companies. Thqt put up a good front and 
through rich fees they lined their pockets well. 
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By fnr the most aUc of tlic deasificos was Josi Ives Limantour, 
the natural son of a French adventurer who had dug for Cali- 
fornia gold in *49 and who had made a fortune by buying up 
church property cheap at forced sales. He was a thin, dapper, 
ascetic-looking man, with a skinny neck and a high, broad, intel- 
ligent forehead. By profession lie was an economist-banker. In 
1893, when still a young man, he was made minuter of the treas- 
ury. For the next seventeen years he held the dominating position 
in the government. His power was second only to that of Diaz 
himself. The first year that Limantour was in control of the 
nation’s finances Mexico balanced her budget for the first time 
during her independence. There was even a surplus of 2,000,000 
pesos. With limantour’s finandal genius to depend on, Diaz 
settled down to revel in the patent fruits of prosperity. 

A network of railways now spanned the difficult Mexican ter- 
rain. As the miles of railway were extended from 400 to 15,000, 
telegraph lines stretched from 4,500 to 20,000 miles. New iron 
works, smelters, meat-packing plants, paper mills and breweries 
were flourishing. The total number of textile mills reached 146- 
Mexico became one of the great sugar-producing countries of 
the world. Mining in gold and silver advanced from an annual 
gross of 525,000,000 to 5160,000,000. Harbor facilities were vastly 
improved. Exports increased fivefold. Imports augmented eight- 
fold. The national income rose five hundred per cent under 
Liraantour’s shrewd administration. 

Those who looked only on the fa9adc of Mexico — at the palaces 
and boulevards, the imported elegance, the mounting commerce, 
the gay night life, the safe travding— naturally saw the regime 
of Porfirio Diaz as the Golden Age of Peace and Plenty. There 
was peace for everybody and supe^undance for the privileged. 
But the Indians shorn of liberty endured a penury more abject 
than they had known. 

In their fervor for cfScicncy and progress the cientijicos made 
one gross blunder: They did not take into account what was 
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happening to the less fortunate among their fellow countrymen. 
They considered the Indian a beast of burden and the mestizo 
“a mistake of nature.” It was the dentificos who cut the last bonds 
of affinity between the mestizo Diaz and the Indian cause. The 
common folk of Mexico — the backbone and ballast of the coun- 
try — ^were by a false sense of economy left entirely out of the 
calculations of the new civilization and progress. 

In 1900, when Diaz had been in power almost a quarter of a 
century, seventy per cent of the Mexicans over ten years of age 
were still illiterate. To improve the general intelligence, Diaz 
allocated the paltry sum of eight million pesos annually for edu- 
cation. Yet his last gala birthday party at the National Palace— 
September fifteenth, 1910— cost twenty million pesos. The equiva- 
lent of two and a half years of an entire nation's educational 
budget was consumed in one day and night of festivity. 

In the midst of the flaunted prosperity the masses lived in 
incredible squalor. Four pesos and radons was the monthly salary 
of hacienda workers. In the middle of the Diaz rule the average 
dally agricultural wage was thirty-six centavos a day, valued in 
United States money then at about eighteen cents. Though 
wages remained the same for a century, prices of essential food- 
stuffs rose steadily. From 1810 to 1910 the price of flour increased 
some 100 per cent and beans almost 600 per cent. The price of 
corn from which the daily tortillas were made almost tripled. 
Virtually nothing was done in the way of scientific farming to 
increase the yield. Every year it was necessary for Mexico to im- 
port wheat and corn, and sometimes rice and beans. 

On the bad side of the Diaz medallion was the vicious system 
of the “payroll store” where peons received not wages but mer- 
chandise. The peons were not permitted to trade at other shops, 
and they had to pay whatever price the storekeeper set. Sons and 
sons of sons were enchained to the plantation by debt. When the 
strictures against debt peonage in the 1857 constitution were 
pointed out to him, Diaz merely shrugged. The upper classes 
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went on splurging in Paris and Madrid on the exploited labor 
of the frustrated peons. Haciendas were left in the hands of over- 
seers, whose business it was to extract from the sweat of the 
laborers all the golden profit possible and to see that the lowly 
kept their place. 

In “the good old days of Diaz” the Indian who had been lashed 
learned to kneel and kiss his master’s hand in gratitude for the 
whipping. An oil worker who presumed to drink water from 
the cup reserved for foreign white bosses was shot down for his 
impertinence. In a textile mill that paid the highest dividends 
in the world a protesting group of unarmed workers were killed 
for presuming to question the authority of the managers. There 
were no recourse in the courts again« the decree of privilege. 

On the other hand, the foreign investors fared superbly. In 
the grand manner, Diaz had exempted the oil companies from 
paying taxes on oil. Prodigious profits were made out of Mexican 
petroleum by the Englishman, Weetman Pearson— created Lord 
Cowdray by the British crown when his fortune was sufficiently 
impressive— and by the Yankee, Edward L. Doheny, who in 
1900 acquired enormous tracts of rich oil land not far from 
Tampico at the bargain price of less than a dollar and a half an 
acre. Not only did the Mexican people gain nothing in taxation 
from billions of barrels of their “black gold” cnridiing British 
and American coffers, but they were charged the same price for 
kerosene paid in England and the United States. However, a few 
cabinet ministers and senators profited from the shares of stock 
which the oil men were tactful enough to present with their 
compliments. 

By 1910 the investment of United States capital in Mexico had 
swelled to a billion dollars and was greater than the capital stock 
owned by all the Mexicans themselves. High-powered interests 
in the United States possessed over fifty per cent of the oil fields 
and seventy-fivt ctiA c£ She opeiatmg mints. In agiicultvise 
Americans owned great sugar, a)tton, coffee, and maguey plan- 
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rations, as wcfl as vast cattle ranches. Because of his generosity 
to foreign business, Diaz became tlic idol of American business 
interests — the Guggenheims, the RockefcKcrs, and the lesser fry. 
In the early days of Theodore Roosevelt and his trust curbings, 
it was heard around Wall Street that what our great democracy 
needed W'as another Porfirio Diaz to head it. 

At home, Mexicans were saying tiiat Diaz had made hfezico 
the mother of foreigners and the stepmother to Mexicans. In law> 
suit decisions Diaz let it be known that the foreigner must always 
be right, and judges so decreed. Many patriotic Mexicans began 
to resent the foreigners, and a grumbling murmur rose all about 
the country. Dbz’s old cars refused to hear it or attach signifi- 
cance to rumors brought him by Carmelita or Limantour. There 
was a surplus in the treasury. One had but to glance at harbor 
activities or drive down a city boulevard to see amazing roam‘> 
festations of prosperity. Tlie army got Its pay checks regularly. 
Tile bureaucracy was well fed and subservient. There eould 
no formidable opposition. Who would dare oppose him? 

However, Diaz began to cool perceptibly to the United States. 
He himself saw that American interests were becoming too 
powerful. His most generous favors were shortly bestowed on 
British representatives. He even let the United States know, too, 
that he could be very cordial to Japan. He gave an order that 
some visiting Japanese seamen were to be received with osten- 
tatiously gay demonstrations. United States business men began to 
notice clay feet on their idol. They began to speculate aloud that 
perhaps some ambitious man who had bts fortune to make might 
best serve their purposes. The American journalist James Creel- 
man went down to interview Diaz to sec what was what. To the 
surprise of everyone, Diaz announced that he was willing to 
retire; his ambitions had been realized. He believed, he said, that 
Mexico now had the ability to develop into a true democracy. 
He professed to welcome an opposition. He wanted the people 
to choose his successor in a free and honest election. 



214 Timeless Mexico 

Apparently, he had aimed the interview only at the American 
public and had disregarded any Mexican reaction. Creclman’s 
story, printed evcrj^vherc in Mexico, created a hubbub and wide- 
spread opposition that emerged from underground. Some be- 
lieved, however, that Diaz deliberately gave the interview to sec 
who would spring forward in Mexico as the most eager for his 
place. But the “important” men prudently lay low and bided 
their time, for Diaz knew too well how to deal with rivals. 



15 - The Little Black Sheep 

"fVe poor visionartet—for then we were only 
that — had come armed only with the feeble 
experience of our ioo^t and our early ideals!’ 

mUTIK LUIS CUUIAN 

One of the most unlikely men in the bnd rose up as the leader 
of that opposition. At first he was no more regarded by Diaz 
and his cohorts than a stray voice piping in the wilderness. He 
was a little five-foot-two man, ill-shaped and delicate, with a 
high-pitched voice and a high-domed forehead and a receding 
hair line. But he was as noble in spirit as his form was lacking 
in impressive attributes. His name was Traneiseo I. Madero, and 
his prominent family had a strain of |e%vish blood. His grand- 
father, who had been governor of Coahuila, was one of the 
wealthiest men in Mexicc^ owning some million and three- 
quarters acres of land and having extensive mining and banking 
interests. Francisco was like a changeling among the handsome, 
pleasure-loving, successful members of the Madero family. His 
father and brothers and innumerable relatives thought him a 
bit queer, and looked upon him affectionately as a ne’er-do-well 
misfit. He was one of those anomalies, a son of the rich turned 
reformer, the kind who loves to feed the hungry and give his 
coat to the shivering. When he was in school in Paris, where 
his father had sent him to get the notion of becoming a Jesuit 
priest out of his head, he literally spent all his generous allowance 
administering to the needy. Besides being a vegetarian, he was 
a dabbler in the occult. And like the militaristic Caesar and 
Napoleon and Cortes and Adolf Hiller who consulted astrologers, 
the gentle Madero played the ouija board and communed with 
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departed spirits. After his return from Paris his family turned 
over to him the management of some agricultural properties- But 
he seemed far more interested in cultivating the toilers than the 
soil, and he delighted in gathering scores of peon children at his 
own dinner table to feed them nourishing dishes and teach them 
polite manners. 

In 1900, when Francisco was twenty-seven, he surprised his 
family and friends by taking an active interest in politics and 
political reform in Ac capital. He helped to form Ac Cluh 
Democrdtico Benito Juarez and championed Ac introduction of 
American democratic methods into Mexican politics. His liberal 
vic^vs were first a joke, Aen a pain in Ac neck to his conserva- 
tive, wcalAy family. But Aough at thirty-two Madcro was one 
of Ac leaders of Ae reform clement, fnv important persons took 
ciAcr him or his movement seriously. The majority of Ac public 
was completely unaware of him until 1908, when he published 
a fair criticism of Diaz’s adminbtradon called The PreHdentiel 
Succession in igio. The book mildly called attention to certain 
evils In Ae political and sociil set-up, and advocated a single 
presidential term and drastic suffrage reforms. He professed noA- 
ing against Diaz’s havmg the presidency one more bst lime, but 
urged Aat Ae vice-praident should be chosen by Ac honest vote 
of the people. 

Madero’s family was amazed to find Aat Aeir little black sheep 
had become famous ovemighL Francisco began making demo 
cralic speeches all over Mexica Despite his frail, Ain voice that 
would sometimes break into falsetto, his sincerity and logic and 
passionate zeal brought him converts as if he were an apostle of 
a new religion. Then in Ab land of restricted speech he had Ae 
temerity to found a liberal nnvspapcr. 

The old lion Diaz had no more taken the odd black sheep 
seriously than had Francisco’s relatives. But as Ac public cnAusi- 
asm obviously waxed and crowds were turned away from Madero 
meetings, Diaz began to ponder. More out of curiosity than any- 
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thing else, the dictator had it arranged for Madcro to call on him- 
Hc listened with studied gravity while Madcro told him that hb 
mbsion was to stir the Mexican people to realize their responsi- 
bility to the ballot- He professed to be impressed with such a 
noble aim. As he regarded the enthusiastic young man with cool 
detachment, he was fahe]Y reassured. He saw that hfadero’s right 
shoulder had a noticeable twitch, that in temperament the little 
fellow was as highly nervous as he himself was calm. The prag- 
matic meat-eater was even amused by the idcalbtic vegetarian. 
For all hb acumen, Diaz could not dbeern that the weak body 
before him conserved a remarkable physical rcsbtancc. All the 
skill he had in judging human nature could not make him aware 
of the power of an ardent ideal. He believed, as did other practi- 
cal souls, that “all armed prophets have conquered, and the un- 
armed ones have been destroyed.** Since hb frail adversary did 
not seem to possess so much as a slingshot, the giant little 
dreamed that he carried concealed a shining pebble of truth 
svhich would prove mortal to the giant- 

When Madcro had bowed hb adieu, Diaz could not but smile 
whimsically at the earnest crackpot. He joked with hb friends 
about the idiot’s pretensions. No fortuneteller was there to warn 
him within a year the iron-willed man of action would bow in 
defeat to the apostolic dreamer. 

Diaz continued to smile when Madcro was nominated for the 
presidency by the anti-rc-eicctionbt party in April, 1910. But in 
May, when thirty thousand Madcro adherents actually made a 
shouting demonstration before the National Palace, Diaz began 
to heed his advisers. The demonstration had come when Diaz 
announced his own intention to run for president once again. 
He decided it might not be entirely ambs to let Madcros zeal 
cool off in jail until the election was over. So in June he in- 
carcerated his opponent in the prison of San Lub Potosi on the 
charge of plotting a rebellion. 

Diaz had looked forward M the coming September fifteenth 
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as the aposthcosis of his triumphal life. There was to be a gala 
celebration of the centenary of Father Hidalgo’s Grito de Dolores 
and his own eightieth birthday. Five days previous to the fiesta, 
fifes appeared in the ointment. A mob in sympathy witli Madero 
threw stones at the Diaz windows. As a birthday present the old 
man was anonymously promised a bullet to end his rule on the 
night of September fifteenth. But Diaz, scorning the threat, 
looked down the corridor of the future to the end of his next 
six-year term, when he would be approaching ninety. 

From early morning on September fifteenth the people jammed 
the great plaza, eating from the sidewalk brazier restaurants. 
Rainbow-colored streamers were strung on wires across streets 
from house to house. Colored pennants like silken tongues 
savored the early autumn atroosphcrc. Girls in sheer white dresses 
and net veils poured into the cathedral for communion, cha- 
peroned by old ladies in fine black lace mantillas. The bull- 
fighters wore their most expensive sky-blue satins and canary 
velvets ornamented with gold and silver braid. Bands played, 
horses cavorted, soldiers marched under the sun. And always at 
the edges of the picture was the chiaroscuro of sandaled Indians, 
grave, unwashed, yet unfailingly picturesque. 

In the midst of the clamor of blaring bands and stamping 
horses, through the surge of humanity and motor cars and 
mounted police, an old Indian woman wearing a battered straw 
sombrero resolutely drove her flock of turkeys before her. She 
guided them with a long stick held in one hand, and grasped her 
red blanket tight about her with the other. Looking neither to 
right nor left, she took no notice of the paradeful splendor. She 
spoke her special language to her turkeys, touched them reassur- 
ingly with her stick, and passed through the madding crowd. 
An Englishman, observing her, murmured to his American com- 
panion: “Though dynasties pas^ this will go on.” 

In the afternoon, historical pageants were staged with costumes 
as costly as in a dc Mille spectacle. ^Vhen night came the spires 
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of the cathedral blazed with incandescent light. And the build- 
ings surrounding the plaza, which had been strung with high- 
powered lights, were as bright as noon. 

In the illuminated palace on the east side of the square, sixty 
distinguished representatives from among the world's great na- 
tions were seated at dinner. Ten huge candelabra spaced between 
tall silver urns spilling over with pink blossoms made dazzling 
the jewels on the powdered throats and arms of diplomats’ as- 
sorted wives. The Maximilian silver glincred regally. The first 
eight courses were served on silver plates, the last two on plates 
of solid gold. 

While Diaz’s special guests were being sumptuously served, to 
the aowds out in the great square was offered music from six- 
teen bands, all playing at once and different selections. They were 
treated, too, w the most elaborate fireworks Mexico had ever 
beheld. Precisely at five minutes to eleven the sixteen bands 
stopped playing, the sparks from the fireworks turned to invisible 
ash. 

There came a thickening hush as a spotlight played high up 
on the palace, where the liberty bcU hung — the bell the white- 
haired priest rang in the early dawn of September sixteenth, 2810. 
Dircedy under the bell on the little iron balcony a canopy of 
purple velvet had been rigged up. The cighty-ycar^jld Don 
Porfirio appeared before his people, stalwart and impressive. For 
a moment all human breathing seemed to have ceased. But no 
shot rang out. Then there was a concerted wave of movement. 
Hats came off. The bell was struck thrice, and the old dictator 
uttered Hidalgo’s cry of liberty. A hundred thousand nt’Of rent 
the air. The church towers began to tremble with the frantic 
pealing of bells. About the cathedral, rosy clouds of smoke wafted 
heavenward like souls making ascensions in pillars of flame. 
Rockets rushed shrieking at the sky as if challenging the stars. 
Peons who were not already drunk rushed off to enjoy the libcr^ 
of drinking themselves inscnriblc. In the palace the great ball 
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was opened with a grand march led by Porfirio. Before sunrise 
twenty carloads of champagne had been consumed by the two- 
thousand guests. 

Far from the fanfare a little, bearded man, not half the age 
of the old dictator, lay on his prison cot in San Lub Potosi and 
silendy renewed hb faith in hb mbsion. Notwithstanding the 
centennial eii^ and the congratulations from kings and queens 
that poured in to Diaz over cable and telegraph, Madcro’s rev- 
olution broke within two months. 

In the first week of October the election returns were an- 
nounced. The government counters had allowed Madcro a con- 
solation of 196 votes from the entbe republic. Diaz found him- 
self overwhelmingly re-elected for another six years. He would 
be in his eighty-seventh year when hb new term was up. But if 
he purposed to retire then, he did not say so now. Safely re- 
elected, Diaz consented to rdeasc Madcro on baiL Madero 
jumped hb bond. On October seventh he crossed into Texas. At 
San Antonio he publbhcd hb Plan of San Luis Potosi, conceived 
while he was in prison. Madcro declared the recent elections 
fraudulent, and announced hb provbional presidency. November 
twentieth was set as the date for general insurrection. 

Dr. Vasquez Gomez, the vice-presidential candidate on the 
reform ticket, and Gustavo Madero, Francbco’s brother, hurried 
to Washington to pull wbes and win friends. When the day for 
the revolution came, Francbco crossed the border with high 
ardor. He was received by an army of fully two dozen men, some 
with guns. In hb overwhelming disappointment, he returned to 
the United States and made up hb mind to go to Europe. But 
great news from Chihuahua stopped him in New Orleans. On 
November twenty-seventh cowboy insurrectos led by a shop- 
keeper and a notorious bandit defeated state troops. The bandit 
was a former peon who had defied all efforts of the ncrales to 
stop his cattle rustling. He was called Pancho Villa. 
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As the ro'olutionarics moved north victoriously, they cut tlic 
railway to the border. The success in Chihuahua stimubicd dcsul* 
tory uprisings in other states. Madcro rc‘€ntercd hfexico in Febru- 
ary to join the rclwl forces in the north. The idealist and the 
bandit met for the first time. Beholding die tiny figure of a man 
with a bearded face illuminated by a pair of great, trusting eyes, 
the hulking Villa was dumbfounded. Was this the hombre who 
inspired revolt against the mighty chief? But he took to tlie little 
fellow at once with a big-brotherly alTection and even a kind of 
awe. And hladero saw beyond the cruelty and lust and cunning 
of the outlaw, to the ideal he cherished in his heart. All the evil 
qualities in Villa he attributed to the misery of his youth when 
chained to debt servitude on a hadaida. He was gratified that 
Villa neither drank nor smoked; and he made no inquiries about 
his tempestuous sex life. 

While master and dueiple were becoming acquainted, the 
United States sent twenty thousand troops to camp along the 
border. Limantour returned &om a mission in Europe by way of 
Nov York, and tried to make compromises with Gustavo Madcro. 
He was also prepared to offer almost any concessions in Wash- 
ington to prevent intervention. But the terms demanded by the 
revolutionaries were too stiff. The resignation of Diaz and the 
downfall of the denliftcos were only a part of the demands. 

Amid the bold and vengeful talk and the sharpening of war 
blades, Francisco Madcro was still hoping to effect the revolution 
without bloodshed. At heart he was an ardent pacifist. But in the 
hills west of Ciudad Judrez the insurrectoi were eager to start 
the rebellion immediately. For heavy arms they were equipped 
with “a long gun that had been made in a machine shop and a 
little brass cannon that had been stolen from its ornamental posi- 
tion in El Paso's city park.” Madcro’s headquarters were in an 
adobe one-room house near the river. Here leaders came daily to 
confer with him and to urge him m immediate attack. Madcro 
vacillated. His companions said he was conferring with the sfwrits 
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of his immortal advisers, Socrates, Napoleon, and Benito Juarez. 
“Without arriving in his troubled brain,” commented war corre- 
spondent Timothy Turner, “at any definite course in all this 
terrible rumpus his eloquent oratory had stirred up.” Turner, 
who was with Madero at El Paso, summed up at the very begin- 
ning the cause of the leader’s subsequent failure. “He was too 
chicken-hearted. He couldn’t bear killing and bloodshed. His 
hesitation was never from fear.” But while Madero was trying 
to win over the enemy by persuasion, his morc-of-this-world lieu- 
tenants, fed up with dallying and dubious messages from de- 
parted heroes, moved up on Ciudad Juarez and began to shoot 
and dynamite the town into subjugation. 

The revolution was launched, and Madero had to try to get 
used to the bloodshed. On the tenth of May, Navarro, the federal 
commander, capitulated. While Villa was preparing for his exe* 
cution, Madero graciously conducted the enemy across the bor- 
der to safety. The bandit-disciple became so infuriated that he 
promptly arrested Madero for treachery. Madero appeared before 
the troops and spoke so appealingly that he won their tumultuous 
shouts of confidence. Thoroughly mollified, Villa hung his head 
and begged the little master’s pardon for his own impetuosity. 

At the beginning, the federal troops in the north had no medi- 
cal corps. The dusky women camp followers were the haphazard 
Florence Nightingales. They tended the wounded and were 
wives, sweethearts, mothers, as well as nurses. These soldaderas 
had no official positions, but their presence was encouraged by 
the government both for the economic and psychologic factors. 
It was an old Mexican custom to take the womenfolk to war, to 
keep the men contented and to sec that they had hot dinners. 
Some women went to the wars out of necessity and some purely 
potir le sport. They rode the tops of troop trains wth their cook- 
ing utensils and bags of meal, their stolen chickens and pigs> 
and with their brood of brown children clinging to their skirts 
and rebosas. And when the army went on foot, the female aux- 
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ilury preceded them like ropl purveyors, stripping fruit trees, 
rooting up vegetables, collecting hen* and cocks as well as eggs. 
No farmer dared stand up against their patriotic onslaught. 

The imurrectos at the beginning had doctors, but no camp 
follosvers. “But later on,” wrote Timothy Turner, “they des-elopcd 
a competent corps of them, begetting many little soldados and 
soldaderas in proper army fasluon.” And there was nothing 
Madero could do about that. It distressed him to notice Bitten- 
year-old boys among his warriors living in companionable sin 
with “hard-tacks” old enough to be their grandmothers. But he 
Icnctv better than to interfere with the romantic morality of 
Mexican soldiers. 

The war’s start was so insignificant that the keen-nosed Diaz 
could not detect an)'thing worthy of lus apprtlicnsion. Vet the 
little victory at the border town of Ciudad Juirez turned out to 
be decisive. It v.*as to mark the speedy end of an era. All over 
Mexico driblets of insurrection against a generation’s repression 
began to flosv to make a swelling river of revolt. In the south, 
in Morelos, the peon leader, Emiliano Zapata, won a significant 
victory. Several state capitals were taken over by revolutionaries, 
supported by city mobs. 

The government, whicli had first been incredulous and then 
alarmed and at last frenzied, could do no more than talk excitedly 
in ring-a-rounds. After the long peace of a third of a century the 
army consisted of less than twenty-five thousand trained soldiers. 
Many of hb generals were nearly as old as Diaz and had become 
rusty with disuse. He had little comfidence in llicm. They were 
few he could really trust So he stood before great maps spread 
out on the palace billard tables, and conducted the fight himself 
by telegraph. 

Eleven days after that federal defeat at Ciudad JuSrez, it was 
all over. Diaz promised to resign. Commissioners from both sides 
gathered to prepare articles of peace. Madero shyly requested that 
two Mexican spiritualists and one American be allowed to sit 
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silently at the conferences. They were never introduced. They 
never spoke, but sit in the corrfcKncc room tliey did. It was 
decided that the Mexican minister in Washington, Francisco 
dc la Barra, was to serve as provisional president until an election 
could be held. Madero, of course, was to reedve the presidency. 
On the night of May twenty-first the treaty was signed on the 
outskirts of Ciudad Judrez. The momentous paper was spread 
on a deal table out of doors, the scene lighted by the headlights 
of motor cars, the spiritualists hovering in the shadows. 

When the news of the treaty was released in the capital, the 
streets became jammed as at another centennial. Crowds let off 
a pent-up repressed steam of years. Under his very wmdows in 
his house on Cadena Street die rabble shouted its demand for 
the old dictator’s immediate resignation. But now Diaz decided 
he did not want to resign. 

He was stretched out with a raging toothache. In his physical 
agony he would get up from time to time and pace the floor, 
while the mob was shouting its repudbtion of his lifetime of 
labors. The anguish from the abscess in his jaw made it easier 
to bear the hurt in his breast. Carmclita, constantly at his side, 
pled with him to sign the drawn-up document of resignation. 
His doctor urged him for his health’s sake. Those he called his 
closest friends pointed out that there was no other way. The old 
man clamped his jaw over his pain and stubbornly refused. He 
could not bring himself to relinquish the power he had held for 
a third of a century. In Ms bitter perplexity, his fever rose alarm- 
ingly. 

A menacing crowd surged in the Zocalo. Soldiers from the 
National Palace fired into their midst. Men dropped and died 
in pools of their own blood on the paving stones. Some of the 
wounded crept or crawled away. Yet the crowd hung on. Bullets 
could not rout them. Finally rain came and sent them scurrying 
like sheep for shelter. They left the fresh corpses of thrir fellows 
behind on the crimson biers that turned to pinkish gray with the 
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dilution of rainwater. Observcri in windows counted two hun* 
dred stretched out dead. 

The news of the massaere was brought to the house in Calle 
Cadena. Carmclita ordered the servants to pack. At last, worn 
down by sleeplessness and exenidating suiTering, Diaz peldcd 
to his wife’s entreaties. In the black first hour of morning he 
took up the proflcrcd pen and signed in a bold hand. 

Despite the late liour most of the city, too, was still awake. 
The climactic news was received with tumult and catcnvauling. 
Amid a fiendish clangor of pans and tin cans beaten by gangs 
of urchins, the Diaz household tried to settle down to a couple 
of hours* sleep. Soldiers thickly guarded the street. Solicitous 
friends tiptoed about the bouse and took their stations within 
doors, heavily armed against an atuck. Just before sunrise on 
the tsventy-sixth of May (he aged president and hb lady, accom- 
panied by a fesv relatives and friends, were hurried into closed 
cars and rushed to the railway station. There they boarded a 
special train for Vera Cruz, where a ship was waiting to take 
them to exile in France. 

Diaz W’cpt manly tears at his departure. It was not only because 
be Was a patriot saying good-by to a land that had nurtured him 
and which he had loved profoundly in hb own nilhlcss way — 
he actually believed that Mexico still had need of him. In those 
who were to take hb place he could not dbeem equalities equal 
to the job. “They have unleashed dangers they will not be able 
to Control,” he mumbled through his aching jaw. 

Clear of brain and remarkably vigorous in body, Diaz lived on 
until he was nearing hb eighty-fifth birthday. In the ease of 
sheltered elegance in Biarritz, he received news of great turmoil 
in Mexico. He read of Madcro’s murder. He learned that the 
dope addict, Victoriano Huerta, was slaughtering viciously to 
bring about reaction. Then from the north the forces of Car- 
ranza and Villa came fighting against the provisional govern- 
ment and in the south the barefoot peons of the firebrand Zapata 
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defeated government forces and burned the hadendas of Morelos. 
When Huerta was routed from Mexico the fight continued; three 
groups of revolutionaries were at each others’ throats. Worse than 
what Diaz had feared and prophesied had come upon Mexico. 
When he died in Paris on July second, 1915, his native land was 
as unpeaceful and bewildered as those two spitting cats slung 
across a wire with their tails tied together. Shaking his head sor- 
rowfully, but with a kind of grim justification, Di'az could say 
to his wife and friends, “Ah, you see, I knesv my Mcxicol” 



PART SEVEN 


THE REVOLUTION 


i6. Martyr 

"/ hoped to find a meadow at the end of the 
road, I found a twarrtp. Faett are hitter; so are 
men. . . . That btsternest eats your heart out; 
it is poison, dry-rot. Enthusiasm, hope, ideals, 
happiness— vain dreams, vain dreams. . . . 

When that’s over, you haee a ehoice. Either 
you turn bandit, tikf the rest, or the time- 
servert will stoamp you . . 

^!AltUSO AZUItA 

At Madero’s triumphal entrance on the eighth of June, the trees 
and roofs were crammed with a jubilant populace. Boys clam- 
bered on statues, bestrode bronze hones, and perched on the 
shouJdcrs of marble heroes. Girls bung perilously over balcony 
rails, waving colored silks at the street crowd as a prelude to the 
big show. As the engine bearing the private car of Madcro puffed 
into the station, suddenly the ground began to rumble and the 
buildings to tremble. An earthquake shook the capital. The por- 
tent proved more malevolent than the sourest soothsayer might 
have predicted. 

Yet when Madcro was elected president in October with an 
honest, ovcrtvhclming majority, it would have seemed that Mex- 
ico was ripe for her regeneration. One of hts enemies declared 
with sarcastic fur" that Madcro had supplanted the Virgin of 
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Guadalupe in the people’s adoration. But too much was expected 
— a miracle overnight, like a Hindu fakir’s trick, where a mango 
seed grows into a tree before one’s incredulous gaze. 

Madero had inherited a land steeped in political corruption, 
jllitcmcy and ingrafted prejudices, a land where hate and jealousy, 
special privilege and greed had long flourished like spurious 
grasses in rank soil. The powerful forces of intrenched wxaldi 
and reaction lay in ambush and in ll»c open to obstruct him. 
Foreign concessionaires, leagued with the Mexican conservatives, 
were prepared to fight with rclcnilcss penistcncc to maintain 
cheap labor and sordid conditions in industry and field. 

Because of his exaggerated opinion of human nature, he at- 
tributed philosophical motives to the Mexican masses. He mis- 
judged thdir fervor for his mission. Once when asked why he 
did not divide his goods among the poor if he was so interested 
in their welfare, he replied: “The people are not asking for bread, 
they are asking for li^rty.” He would never learn what Bernard 
Shaw professed to have found out in his first dealings with social- 
ists— <hat "any revolution can be bought off for thirty bob.” 

As the prime specific for his country’s ills, Madero stoutly and 
unswervingly advocated a real democracy — a free state with a 
free ballot and a free church. He believed that political and social 
reconstruction could be achieved when based on nothing more 
radical than the United States Declaration of Independence. He 
was unprepared for human nature’s resistance to such mild purga- 
tion. He could not fathom the code of ethics by which the gen- 
dcmcn-political-graftcrs plied their trade. He could not concave 
that governors and generals in Mexico expeaed large pourboires 
beyond their regular salaries for doing the duties of their offices. 
He bad not figured on the poittidans’ putting their own personal 
advantage above everything else in the world. He was shocked 
to learn that they examined each move and change by the touch- 
stone of “What is in it for me?” Such things as disloyalty and 
duplicity were not easy for Madero to understand. He believed 
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that right eventually triumphed, and he assured the people that 
liberties would be recovered one by one. 

When the millennium did not materialize with the magic 
celerity they expected, the needy masses began to lose faith in 
their apostle. The idealistic theories which sounded $0 well in 
speeches and on paper were not easy to put in practice. The poll* 
tidans turned out to have small appetite hr Madero’s ideals; 
they were greedy for the fruity spoils of victory. Madero made 
the mistake of trying to condlbte the old regime, and congress 
endeavored to checkmate him on every move for reform. He 
could manage neither his cabinet nor his generals. By trying to 
secure harmony so that he could proceed with constructive work, 
he ss-as accused of irresolution. 

Finally, smoldering discontent broke into open revolt in vari- 
ous parts of the country. Two generals of hb own party-^jut at 
opposite extremes in viewpoint— b^n to carve for themselves: 
^pata with his peons in the south and Orozco with the estate 
owners in the north. The northern revolt was quickly squelched. 
But Zapata’s agrarians could not be silenced. When Madero pled 
with the peasant leader to be patient and cease fighting, Zapata 
mounted a table in a mountain village and, with his innate sense 
of the dramatic, waved the Mexican fbg and issued his Plan of 
Apia, which a Morelos school teacher had composed for him. 
In it he announced to Madero and ail Mexico that he and bis 
men would never lay down their arms “until the ejidor of our 
villages arc restored to us, until we are given back the lands 
which the hacendaios stole from us durmg the diaatorship of 
Porfirio Diaz, when justice was sufajccted to his caprice.” 

Madero was anything but blind to the needs of the agrarians, 
but he had promised more than he could deliver in a short time. 
The peons had expected land imm^iatcly. The president saw 
that the whole land-division program had to be studied. He did 
not want the nation’s economy to be completely disrupted while 
changes were being made. In certain northern states, where land 
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was taken from some of the rich dentificos and allotted to die 
Indian peons, the change had not worked out well. The 
did not know just what to do with the land. Some o em 
promptly sold it to speculators for a handful of silver. Ot ers 
transferred it for a little cash back to the huccndados from whom 
it had been taken, and asked merely to be allowed to contmue 
to work for them. , 

The first casual land division proving a failure, Madero errated 
a national agrarian commission to study the whole land problem. 
Their recommendations were not ill-reasoned. They drew up a 
plan of breaking up a large proportion of the great estates mto 
small farms to be sold on a long-term payment plan financed by 
the government. (This was shordy done with great success m 
Finland and Scandinavia.) They advocated returning Ac epdos 
to Ae Indian villages, where Ae transfer would not dbrupt Ac 
immediate economy. They recommended new irrigation systems, 
forest conservation, road building and modem mcAods of farm 
cultivation. To put the plan into execution, an agrarian executive 
comimttcc was commbsioned. 

Madero, like hb contemporary Premier Branting of Sweden, 
was try’ing to find a middle way for Mexico. But boA consc^a- 
tives and radicals vehemently denounced hb plan. The radica 
agrarians looked on it as an instrument to make Ae landowners 
rich in cash at Ae government’s expense. They wanted Ac Ian 
confiscated without remuneration. The conservatives did not 
want any governmental interference whatsoever in Acir property 
rights. So both sides cried out against him. 

In the field of education, Madero was blocked by immediate 
circumstances. He wanted to give the people schoob as much as 
did those reformers who were vociferating demands. But Acre 
were few trained teachers and rirtually no altru'istic volunteers. 
The churA could have helped more wiA education, but chuf A 
schools were forbidden by law. TcaAers would have to be 
trained. Until Acn, Ac semi-literate would have to lead Ae 
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illiterate. In the meantime Madcro appropriated from the 
shrunken national budget fifty per cent more for education than 
Diaz O'er had, even when his treasury svas bulging. 

To get funds to meet the bu<]gct, Madero put a tax on the 
oil companies. A howl of indignation and dismay went up. Before 
this time, the foreign oil compania had not been asked to share 
their fantastic proBts. The oil tax helped seal Madero’s doom. 

Because of his conciliating and trusting nature and his innate 
milk of human kindness, he was betrayed to right and left, before 
and behind. Not only was desultory brigandage loosed about the 
land with a vicious cruelty, but the powerful foreign colony, led 
by the ambassadors of tlie United States and Great Britain, defi- 
nitely soured and began to sneer. Madero was beset on every 
hand by ill-sWshers, whose malice and ridicule preyed upon him, 
Tlie most vivid comment on how painfully he was ailccted by 
his unhappy situation is given by ^ward I. Bell, an American 
newspaperman who interviesved the president during his last 
stressful months in office. 

Tlie interview took place in the innermost of Uie presidential 
reception rooms of the National Palace. Mr. Bell wrote: 

It happened that as 1 cnieretl, there appeared at the opposite end 
the undersized, frock<oatcd figure of Madero coming from his pri- 
vate office. In my mind was the impression of the immense and 
ponderous building stretched across the Plaza's eastern boundary; of 
the great stone siairsvay, its steps hewn for giants so that the knees 
of an ordinary person are lifted almost to his chin as he climbs 
panting in that rarefied atmosphere; of the long corridor, and dwin- 
dling series of reception rooms; and it seemed to me that I had walked 
down the diminished vista which one sees through a strong field glass 
reversed, and in the vanishing point of this perspective stood “the 
little man” dwarfed by his huge responsibilities, so desperately cir- 
cumstanced, so piti/uJIy doomed to failure and extinction. AU illu- 
sions aside, he was greatly changed from that enthusiast who was 
my neighbor so little while ago and taught political economy to his 
curbstone pupils in the Callc Berlin. His cheeks, which used to 
curve smoothly from his broad forehead to his narrow chin, were 
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now sunken and lined; his brow was wrinkled; a dozen years had 
been added to his apparent age, a fair half of them in the last seven 
days. He showed loss of sl^p and tvas extremely nervous, with the 
impatient manner of a man who is trying to do too many things 
at once, and knows in his heart that ihey arc none of them done 
well, but he bad not lost a grain of bis courage nor an atom of his 
essential self-respect. 

“I do not want to kill my people to nuke them good,” he declared 
in a shril} voice, at which a knot of Mexicans awaiting audience m a 
far corner of the room turned questioning eyes upon me as one who 
was being roughly lectured in a tongue they did not understand. I 
could Have controlled them,” he went on. “I am preparing to open 
lands to them. 1 am arranging employment at good wages for all 
Maderista soldiers and many other men, on public works. Does your 
government suppose that I have given no thought to conditions here, 
or that extensive plans such as mine can be carried out by nMgic 
in a day? I ask of no mao or government anything but a reamnable 
chance. Why is this unfriendly effort made to force me to violate 
my pledges against the shedthng of blood? What influence is at 
work secretly to accomplish this injustice? Surely the United States 
has nothing to gain by making me a tyrant and a madmanl” 

Many of his own countrymen chose to regard Mm as a mad- 
man because he was so little of a tyrant. They despised him for 
his lack of force. Mexico needed a strong hand, they said, 
instead with Madero she had got merely a soft heart. Madcro 
refused to sec that absolutism alone had ever succeeded in Mexico, 
that even the great democrat ]uarcz, who had had himself re- 
elected three times, ruled vnth an iron will. 

But with opposition on every hand, Madero might yet have 
won his selfless battle for dcnaocratlc principles if Henry Lane 
Wilson, the United States ambassador, had not tipped the bal- 
. ance against hun. The idealist Madero had long been a thorn m 
the flesh of Wilson, who secnaed to be the representative of cer- 
tain American big business interests which resented the compe- 
tition of the powerful Madcro family in north Mexico. The 
president might still have survived the ambassador's anim osity. 



Martyr 233 

hcnvevcr, if he had followed Porfirto’i dictum, “Better sh^ bad 
blood now than good blood later." If he had allowed Felix Diaz, 
the old dictator’s nephew, and a few other formidable trouble- 
makers to be executed, he might luvc saved himself. Felix Diaz 
had fomented a rebellion in Vera Cruz. Captured and con- 
demned, his death sentence had been suspended by the tender- 
hearted Madero. When he was released from prison in Mexico 
City by insurgent soldiers he became the leader, of the rebellion 
that same day that General Bernardo Reyes met hU death. 

All during January, under the very nose of the president, prom- 
inent generals had ^cn planning a coup d'iut. Reyes, returned 
from his diplomatic banishment in Europe and now under a 
suspended death sentence for high treason, was looking forward 
to etablishing a military diaatorship "along reform lines.” 

In the early morning of Sunday, February ninth, the soldiers 
of the Tacubaya barracks and the disaffected cadets from the 
military aademy released Bernardo Reyes and Felix Diaz from 
their respective prisons. Reyes took command and proceeded to 
the National Palace, which he expected to capitulate without 
the firing of a shot. Gustavo Madero bad dashed from Chapul- 
tcpec just in time to persuade the Palace guards to give over their 
conspiracy and remain loyal 10 hb brother. He switched the 
command to General Villar, a man of whose integrity he was 
sure. When Reyes rode forward to take over the Palace from 
supposedly friendly conspirators, he svas met with a volley of fire 
that cost him hb life and put hb troops to flight. The rebel 
soldiers retired to the Ciudadcla, and there Felix Diaz became 
their leader. Villar, unfortunately, had been so badly wounded 
that the loyal command had to be passed on to another. 

When the president arrived at the Palace he put hb fate in the 
hands of General Victoriano Huerta, a cunning and ruthless 
mestizo, who proved to be the prime unprincipled villain in 
Mexican hbtory. 

During the day Felix Diaz seized control of a greater part of 
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the city and immediately became persona grata at the American 
embassy. As soon as Huerta ascertained that Henry Lane Wilson 
would back him in treachery, he, too, turned traitor, and formed 
a pact with Felix Diaz. By agreement, Huerta was to assume the 
provisional presidency until some sort of election could be held, 
whereby Felix Diaz was to be made president and bring back 
“the good old days” of his uncle, so dear to the hearts of foreign 
investors. The deal is known as “the Pact of the Embassy.’ Th^ 
ambassador explained later that hb support of the tnutors was 
due solely to his desire for Mexico to resume its peaceful ways as 
quickly as possible. 

For ten awful days— the period b called La Decena Tragica— 
thc capital was thrown into the confusion and horror of civil 
strife. From a distance of a mile right across the heart of the city 
the forces in the National Palace and those in the Ciudadcla bom- 
barded each other. Residences and public buildings were despoilc<l 
in the car-splitting cannonading. At nightfall the bombardment 
would cease by truce so that the dead could be removed. So many 
innocent civilians were killed that bodies were heaped in a pile» 
saturated with coal oil, and burned among the ruins. 

Diaz and Huerta purposely made the days as hideous as possi- 
ble so that the citizens would demand peace at any price. Huerta 
got rid of troops personally loyal to the president by sending 
them into attacking positions where they could do the rebels no 
harm but where they would be slaughtered systematically. Febru- 
ary eighteenth was the day selected for the final blow. Huerta, 
mbtrusting Gustavo Madcro’s persuasive powers, beguiled him 
to lunch with him far from the National Palace. Acting all inno- 
cence, he made himself unusually entertaining, while hb detailed 
subordinates took possession of Francisco Madcro and hb vice- 
president at the Palace. When Huerta received a sign that the 
deed had been done, profesring to be unarmed, he borrowed 
Gustavo’s revolver for a fake meeting with a stranger requesting 
an interview. Then he arrested the unarmed Gustavo and hurried 
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him ofT to the CiuebJela. TI«»c Felix Diaz’s soldiers insulted 
him, slashed his face open for sport, and while he pled for his 
life for the sake of his wife and children, they cold-bloodedly 
shot him. 

TJiat evening \'icfori3no Huerta had a rendezvous witli Felix 
Diaz and the leading followers of Reyes at the United States 
embassy. Wilson penuadeil the dubious and hesitant to accept 
the provisional proidcncy of Huerta. Tlien he called in the for- 
eign diplomats and explained die new set-up to them. He pre- 
sented the villainous Huerta as “the savior of Mexico.” In Wash- 
ington, President Taft and the state department svcrc somcsvhat 
nonplussed at the wording of the ofiicbl telegram announcing 
the ousting of the gentle Madcro. The wire said, “A wicked 
despotism has fallen." 

On the solemn promise that they and their partisans would 
be immune from further harm, Madcro and his vice-president, 
Pino Suirez, had resigneil. On the medal of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus, given him by his mother, Huerta had sworn that Madcro 
would be allosved to retire to exile. 

The fallen president expected to leave for Vera Cruz as PorBrio 
Diaz had done. His family was notified to await him at the 
railway station. They svent there accordingly and waited and 
waited. But General Huerta, fearing the inilucnce the ex-president 
might inspire in the United States — in spite of his own personal 
support by the United States ambassador in Mexico — hesitated to 
let him go. For three more dap he held him prisoner in the 
National Palace. Madcro’s wife and several members of foreign 
legations begged Henry Lane Wilson to intercede with Huerta 
to spare Madero’s life. Wilson, whose interference had been de- 
cisive in the Huerta machinations, now took the lofty attitude 
that It was not his mission to interfere in Mexico’s internal prob- 
lems. He gave Huerta carte blanche to do what he deemed neces- 
sary “lor complete restoration c 4 peace.” In private he expressed 
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,h= opinion that Mndeto Wonged in j.n im=nc asylum and that 
shooting wouldn’t be too good for Pino SuSrez. 

On the twcnty-tccond-lronially, the embassy tern “’'’>.“‘”8 
George Washington's birthday-Huerta fintshed of! his vdU ) 
with the murder o£ Madero and Pino SuSrez. After dart, the 
president and vice-president were bundled hugger-mugp 
a carriage and told they were to be transferred to tlie 
“for better safety." Along the way, outside some stables, t ) 
were touted from the carriage and shot down "while attemp „ 
to escape." This is the story as it b generally wniten and m 


widely accepted. 

The story that is told by many responsible persons on the 
servative side is that Huerta in hU perplexity 
with his fist and cried, “What am I going to do with 
One of his aides, standing by, took it as a call for a loyal vo 
tcer. Quietly he left the room. Securing Madero and , 

president, be had them taken to the basement of the palace an 
summarily shot. Then he put their dead b^ies in a carnage an 
took them to the place near the penitentiary where they 'V 
discovered. According to this venion, Huerta was extremely 
set about hb faithful dog’s impetuosity, because he feared 


martyrizatlon would react against him. 

But in any case Ambassador Wilson professed to be ic' 
Hueru’s story that the men had been killed by accident in ^ 
attempted rescue by armed friends. Brazenly he asked the ^ 

Sutes government to accept the explanation and to recognize 


Huerta administration. . 

Of course, not even one Mexican moron believed sucli a p 
blc fabrication. Without debate, however, Great Britain, 
and Germany recognized the Huerta usurpation. But t 
Henry Lane Wilson had snutked over the new cabinet in w ic 
one of the ministers was the attorney for a score of American 
corporations, the United States government hesiuted. Even t ^ 
reactionary President Taft, whose brother was attorney for 
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Briiish oil compan)*, had grave misgivings and left the deebion 
of recognition to the Democrats and Woodrow Wilson, who was 
to be inaugurated within a fortnight. 

Francisco Madcro ss-as dead at thirty-nine. Many who looked 
kindly upon his memory regarded him at best as an honest fail- 
ure. Critics have written so copiously about his failures that they 
would lead one to think that he must have been in power at lease 
half as long as Diaz. The truth U that Madcro was president only 
from Oaober, 1911, to February, 1913. Sixteen months were 
allotted him by fate to diagnose Mexico's ease and cure her of 
a hundred diverse ills inherited from centuries of bad habits. 
And during hb brief charge the patient seemed possessed to 
defy the physician and let the ulcers grosv. He was not a Strong 
Man with capital letters and Mexicans do like strong men. Yet, 
as the years go by, a greater glory illumines his hbtorical iigure. 
He stood at the crossroads pointing a new direction. After Ma- 
dero, Mexico could never settle back completely to its wonted 
ways of beds of plush and contrasting beds of nettles. His failure 
came of hb magnanimity and because he lived up to hb demo- 
cratic creed, which made him respect the free aaion of other men. 
But for all hb Chrbt-Iike compassion he was not the fool and 
the weakling his detractors pretend. He saw dearly that political 
revolution had to come before any kind of agrarian or social 
revolution. Hb chief principle of “free suffrage, no re-election”— 
it was not new — was the only effective one to win adherents 
among a host of former Diaz supporters who would have de- 
nounced any radical reforms. Madcro was the tender idealbt who 
rushed in where hardened generals feared to tread, h took some 
such frail apostle to defeat the most formidable dictator of the 
age. 

The scholarly Andres Moltna Enrkjucz, leader of the radical 
agrarians who forsook Madcro in 1912, was to write hb vindica- 
tion m 1930, four years before Caidcois: ■"TTic government of 
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Madero . . . should be cojindcred the most agrarian that wc 
have had. It lasted a year, and if it had lasted the four of his term, 
the agrarian problem would probably have been solved. The great 
masses of the nation have always thought so, and for this reason 
they weep at the tomb of Madero.” 



ly. Avenging Winds from the North 

“Most men come down Ukje cattle and tviU not 
be remembered either for the good or for the 
en'l. But this you miut l(notv for certain, that 
tbit it not the true inheritance of man: Man 
scat created to be a preetout thing in this 
tvorld, and a preciout thing in the world to 
come. The problem is fust this— if he it willing 
to win for himself the inheritance he was cre- 
ated to possess.” 

THE Rise’s MIMOR (tlllllTEESTH CENTURY) 

The countcf-fcvolution, which had been welcomed with Te 
Deums in the churches, was straining to begin business in the 
good old Porhrian svay. Gut the martyrdom of Madeio did not 
restore order to the wretched land. Instead, like a ghost of venge- 
ance, rebellion rose up within three days. Venustiano Carranza, 
governor of Coahuila, openly declared against Huerta’s self- 
appointed government. And before many months four future 
presidents — Carranza, Obregon, de la Huerta, and Callcs — were 
fighting against the usurper in one army called the Army of the 
Constitutionalists. 

The American ambassador, Henry Lane Wilson, was to sec 
nemesis overtake those who wished Madero out of the way. The 
man he had assisted to power was a sinister scoundrel whose 
talents lay principally in intrigue and battle cunning. Yet he had 
not only the support of the American embassy and American 
business, but that of the Catholic church, the landowners, and 
most of the army officers. The British colony led by Lord Cow- 
dray, the millionaire oil magnate, professed to sec remarkable 
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abilities in the half-blooded Huichol Indian, who was a notorious 
dipsomaniac. The newly arrived British minister. Sir UoncI 
Carden, made much of him. But the few honest men m the 
Mexican congress who still hoped to get through reforms or 
the relief of Ac common man resigned in despair. 

From the first, Huerta’s entire energies were bent on buildmg 
up a military machine powerful enough to crush his enemies. 
In governmental afisdrs the dictator tolerated no criticism. Sevwa 
persons who openly defied him were murdered by hired assassim. 
At one blow a hundred and ten congressmen were imprisoned 
for daring to protest against the assassination of a fellow member, 
whose dead body was found bullet-riddled in a ditch in Coyoacan. 

Huerta soon discovered that the boresome business of sutc 
administration interfered with his enjoyment of the fruits of vic- 
tory. So he rarely allowed himself to be caught at the Nationa 
Palace. Foreign envoys had to flag him down on the boulcvams 
or search him out in some bar, if they wanted an audience, rxc 
professed to think more clearly after swilling cognac. Ministers 
and lesser dignitaries— when they were lucky enough to catA 
him— were forced to do buancss at some saloon table over brandy 
bottles. Often, when the president was located, he was in too 
sodden a state of intoxication to focus his eyes or his attention. 
At night he would occasionally summon his ministers to a hide- 
out in the suburbs, where, riotously drunk and full of song, stir- 
rounded by bizarre and dubious-looking companions, he would 


proceed to affairs of state. 

Because of the brutality and chicanery of his military rule, 
plus hb support from the church and foreign capital, Victonano 
Huerta remained in power for seventeen months, one month 
longer than had Madero. He had soon lost the support of the 
American embassy, however, because ten days after Madcros 
murder another Wilson of a very dUTcrent caliber became Prcsi- 
dent of the United States. Woodrow Wilson was no more fooled 


by Henry Lane Wilson than he was by Huerta. The former 
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recalled, and ihc latter was never recognized by the United States 
government. President Wilson had admired Madero’s integrity 
and was in full sympathy with hb idcab. He refused recognition 
of the Huerta government on three grounds: The fate of Madero, 
the failure of Huerta (o hold a real election, and the palpable 
fact that Huerta controlled only a small part of Mexico. 

Through the London press, the Britbh undertook to chide 
President Wilson for hb cltUI attitude toward the Mexican 
usurper. And European bankers rallied to lend Huerta sixteen 
million pesos — at a usurious rato-^vhen the United States refused 
to lend him a centavo. 

Despite the British rebukes, whidi fxtnher endared (he Britiili 
interests to Huerta at the expense of Amcrian capital, Woodrow 
Wilson remained uncomprombing toward the usurpation. He 
expressed the belief that foreign concessions in Mexico were tjie 
root of revolutions. He pointed out that when foreign interests 
dominated domestic aflalrs conditions became critical, and that 
there could never be any peace in Mexico so long as the president 
was put in by one set of concessionaires, while another set out 
of favor was striving to pull down the government and cstablbh 
another. He went further and declared, “Huerta must go.” 

It was what Meucans were saying in every state in the republic, 
lliough in many places they only whispered the svords that might 
too easily prove mortal if the Huerta spies overheard them. In the 
north they were more bold, where Carranza’s army, under the 
command of Alvaro Obregdn, a rancher and cX'machinbt, was 
winning successive victories. 

On the night of Mardi thirteenth, tlie bandit general, Pancha 
Villa, who had escaped from prison into Texas, swam his horse 
back across the Rio Grande into Chihuahua with a rebel army 
of eight cow-punchers. By superlative bravado and a gift of ruse 
he began taking towns and collecting troops. Huerta tried to buy 
him off with a check for 100,000 pesos and the rank of divbional 
general. But Villa contemptuously ^urned the briber inviting 
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Huerta to "swill up the cash in aguardiente,’ and pointing out 
that his rank was higher than any Huerta could bestos^ was 
he not already Supreme Commander of Free Men ? When 
got rid of the progressive governor of Chihuahua by having 
thrown under a moving train. Villa became undisputed ca er 
in that northern state. His army grew with the impetuosity of a 
desert sandstorm, and the federals fell and retreated before 
In the late fall of 1913 the United States State Department 
warned Americans to leave Mexico. A fleet of American 
boats was sent to cruise about in the Caribbean off the 
coast. In February of the next year the government removed the 
restriction against shipping arms across the border, and the forces 
opposing Huerta soon had all they needed. Huerta had been get* 
ting plentiful arms from Europe. _ 

In April there occurred one of the roost unfortunate episodw 
in the relations between the neighboring republics. Some Ameri- 
can marines from the gunboat Dolphin tied up at a wharf m 
Tampico, the oil town, to procure gasoline. Because the place 
was within prohibited area, they were arrested by Huerta soldiers. 
Later they were released with apolo^es. But the admiral in com- 
mand of the United States ships in the vicinity demanded a more 
ostentatious apology, a naval salute. Huerta said he would gi'^ 
the order only if the Americans promised to return the salute 
gun for gun. While the question was being hotly debated, the 
rebels ran the federalists out of Tampico. 

On April twenty-first, when news came that a German ship 
was approaching Vera Cruz with a full cargo of machine guns 
and ammunition, President Wilson ordered Josephus Daniels, 
secretary of the navy, to seize Vera Cruz to keep the ship from 
landing. In the seizure almost two hundred Mexicans were 
killed and sixteen American marines. Though President Wilson 
had given the order only to bring about Huerta’s downfall 
quickly and so end the cluos in Mexico, his action created pm* 
found mistrust throughout all Latin America. Many revolution- 
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arics, including Carranza, condemned ihc impulsive gesture as 
a violation of Mexico’s $o\-crcign entity. Huerta tried to unite 
the nation behind him now by blatantly threatening to recapture 
Texas and to substitute the Mexican eagle for the American eagle 
on Washington’s capitoh But Vilfa sent Washington indirect 
word that Huerta should not be allowed "to use his satanic abili- 
ties to start a war with the United States." 

However much publicly the rebels denounced President Wil- 
son’s well-intentioned but danger-charged move to help them, 
they made good use of the munitions pouring across the border. 
Some of the money to pay for them came from haaendas Car- 
ranza divided up and sold in the north. Some came from the 
Madero family, who reputedly gave a million dollars in gold to 
aven^ng the murders of Francisco and Gustavo. 

As Villa with his “Army of the North” and Carranza with 
his "Army of the Constinnionalists” gathered momentum in 
their oblique southward drives, it became a race to see which 
would reach the National Palace first. With the two armies 
converging on the capital liic a V-sbaped wedge and Zapata’s 
“Agrarian Army” circling up from the south, Huerta packed his 
bags. On July fifteenth he took the fugitive train for Vera Cruz. 
On a German boat he sailed to Spain. The next year he rccrossed 
the Atlantic and entered the United States. He went to Texas, 
where immigration authorities arrested him. He was charged 
with “inciting a revolution in Mexico while on United States 
soil.” Before his trial was called he died in the El Paso prison. 
It was rumored that he was killed by a vengeful fellow country- 
man. 

The federal troops in the capital surrendered by telegram on 
August tenth, 1914. General Obregon entered the city five days 
later and took possession for the First Chief of the Constitution- 
albt Army, as Carranza entitled himself. 

Almost as soon as Carranza was settled in the National Palace 



2^4 Timciess Mexico 

as provisional ruler, Obregon had to turn back north to mediate 
with Villa. For Carranza and Villa had immediately begun bark- 
ing threats and accusations at each other. Villa had been halted 
in his march on Mexico City when Carranza cut off his coal 
supplies, and he swore diabolical vengeance. The mediators 
agreed that Carranza should rctMn power only until an election 
could be held. But complete peace was not to be in the interim. 
Obregon now had to rush to Sonora to settle a new civil war 
that was breaking out. Then he returned to the capital to inform 
Carranza he was not to be the next president. Carranza was 
surly and bided his time. Obregon doubled back to finish nego- 
tiations with Villa. 

When he arrived this time, the burly bad man was in a furious 
mood. He announced that Obregdn was to be shot at once. With 
cool logic the genial Obcegdn remonstrated. Such an action 
would besmirch Villa’s honor and prestige. The ruffian patriot 
saw the point, dismissed the firing squad, ordered a fine ^ner, 
and burst into tears. ‘Tancho Villa does not kill defenseless men," 
he declared emotionally, “and least of ail, thee, little comrade, 
who art my guest.” 

But when Obregdn and his aides took the first train out the 
next morning, they had not gone far when the Supreme Com- 
mander of Free Men decided he had better finish off his parting 
guest after all. He telegraphed to have the train slopped and 
he sent a squad of killen in swift pursuit. Obregon and his 
staff, suspecting the cause of the halt, rushed to the cn^ne. 
seized control, speeded up, and effected their own rescue just as 
in a motion-picture thriller. 



i8. Whose Chair? 


*'Villa7 Obregin? Carranza? Whaft the Jif- 
ferenee? I love the revolution liJ(e a volcano 
in eruption: I love the volcano, because it's a 
volcano, the revolution, because ift the revo- 
lution! What do I care about the stones left 
above or belauf after the cataclysm? What are 
they to me?" 

* MAltAKO AZUtlA 


A convention to decide who sliould be elected president was 
held at Aguisaiientes In October. It was hoped that dvtl war 
might be foresulled by the right choke. But the meeting was 
at cross-purposes from (lie beginning, marked by plot and coun* 
tcrplot, with a few fervent reformers vainly expounding social- 
f istic doctrines. While Carranza sat glum and aloof in Mexico, 
contemptuous of tlie whole proceedings. Villa gained ascendancy. 
He surrounded Aguascalientes with hu troops and nude a great 
sliow of his strength. He amazed the delegates vs-ith a spectacular 
review of his magnificent Dorado cavalry. When a serious dead- 
lock came between the opposing factions. Villa melodramatically 
offered to commit suicide, if Carranza would do Uie same. Fin- 
ally, when Carranza did not rise to the bait, the convention com- 
promised on General Eulalio Gutierrez as provisional president 
Honest and able enough, Gutierrez lacked the dominating per- 
sonality and the necessary heavy artillery which Mexico was 
wont to demand of a leader. As the meeting broke up, the dele- 
gates began choosing sides in the inevitable civil war. 

Obrcg6n decided to stick by Carranza. Vilb’s army, which 
now called itself the “Army of the Convention,” shortly began 
its march on the capidl, accorapanted fay the provisional presi- 
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dent. As Villa drew near, Carranza withdrew his government 
and his forces to Vera Cruz, which the United States Marines 
bad conveniently evacuated. The presidential chair was left wth- 
out a sitter. 

Before Villa could get to the capital, however, Zapata with 
his horde of peons arrived from the south to take possession. 
The citizens were more terrified than they had been in these 
last two exciting years of horror and flight. They expected to 
be burned out or murdered in their beds. For the Zapatistas had 
been depicted as the most savage of all the cutthroats. Zapata 
was compared by the press to Attila. But, wonderful to relate, 
when the swarthy little commander occupied the city, November 
twenty-fifth, 1914, there was quiet and order. Shopkeepers and 
townspeople had hastily barred their doors and hidden their valu- 
ables where they could. But Zapata’s men made no attempt to 
rob private shops. They did not even force their charity. Fear- 
shaken householders would hear a humble knock at their door 
and on opening would find a simple countryman, with hat in 
hand, asking politely for a little bread. Horses, however, were 
loot of another color, and they were promptly appropriated from 
any stable in which they could be found. A well-known Mexican 
polo player saved his entire string of ponies by bedding them 
for the duration of the occupation in a rented dwelling house 
next door to his own place. At night he sneaked food to them 
through a hole cut out in the masonry and concealed with 
thick, transplanted shrubbery. 

As the peasant invaders stood ragged guard in the brocaded 
elegance of government buildings they kept on their straw 
sombreros. From time to time they would walk up to the great 
gilt-framed mirrors and make shy grimaces at themselves. Offi- 
cers in rag-tag uniforms regaled themselves by riding up and 
down the elevators in childish glee. In their rural innocence a 
group of Zapatistas valiantly chared a fire engine, which was 
rushing with brazen clangor to answer an alarm. They thought 
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it must be some nc%v instrument of warfare. With tlicir rifles 
they picked ofT the unlucky and astounded firemen as neatly as 
if they had been Jumping Jack-rabbits. 

When Pancho VjJla arrived in December, he conierred with 
Zapata at Xochimilco, TJic bandit conqueror from the north and 
the farmer conqueror from the south came to an agreement and 
made a spectacular double entry into the capital, riding on horse- 
back down the Pasco to the Natioiul Palace. The boulevard was 
jammed with watchers; even the most timid ventured forth to 
sec the sight. The expansive Villa in his general's outfit towered 
high above Zapata, but the smaH 4 x>ned little fellow from the 
south far outshone the blustering giant in glory. He wore a 
charro suit with elaborate silver buttons parading up and down 
hu tight trousers, and on Ills head was an enormous white som- 
bfcro so garnjVhed mVA silrcr h/a/ef (bat k sbone like a magnfi?- 
cent full moon in the morning sunlight. His white charger was 
so superb that foe and friend alike sighed over his matchless 
beauty, niough the notorious big bad man grinned from car 
to ear and bowed as if all the applause were for himself alone, 
the little roan in the twenty-gallon hat stole the show. 

At the National Palace, Just for She fun of it, Vdia threw his 
great bulk into the presidential chair crowned with the winged 
eagle in gold leaf, and posed for photographers, first in one posi- 
tion and then another, smiling with expansive satisfaction which- 
ever way he sat. In a more humble chair at hb left curled the 
wide-eyed tense Zapata, almost hidden behind his massive hat 
and looking as ill at ease as a woods animal caught in city traffic. 

The presidential chair of Mexico was no easy or secure scat. 
Within the brief period between September, 1914 and February, 
1915, the possession of the capital and the chair changed hands 
sue times. Whenever there was a switch in control, arrests and 
executions followed as in the days of die French Revolution. 
Prominent men had to be very nimble with their legs or their 
tongues not to be shot for treason. Rcprbals begat worse reprisals. 
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For a stretch of years conditions were so explosive that Mexico 
came to be called “the land where peace breaks out once in a 
while.” The wife of the American charge d’affaires wrote: “Post- 
ing a letter may mean literally going to the cannon’s mouth. 

What the citizens had expected from the zapatistas they got 
in choking measure from the pUlista generals. A saturnalia of 
debauchery and thieving held the city in appalling thralldom, 
while Villa made the provisional president, Gutierrez, a virtual 
prisoner, surrounding him with a “bodyguard” of two thou- 
sand soldiers. Soon most of the honest-purposed men who had 
supported Villa at the convention had sneaked off to hideouts. 
In his conceit, believing himself now invincible. Villa turned his 
fierce energies to amours. He took his women where he found 
them, and almost created a crisis with France by abducting a 
young hotel cashier who happened to be a French citizen. In 
broad noon, before the gaping populace, the Supreme Com- 
mander of Free Men carried the struggling girl out of the hotel 
and dumped her into his car. 

While Pancho Villa was cutting such undignified capers in 
the capital, Carranza was carrying on his own government at 
Vera Cruz and for the first time in his life was ready to take 
advice. Though his majestic figure, set off with a venerable white 
beard, gave his presence something of the distinction of a Viking 
chieftain, Venustiano Carranza was really a “stuffed shirt.” His 
patriarchal appearance, together with his tremendous powers of 
endurance — he could ride hard for days without showing fatigue 
— made some men take him at his own consummate valuation 
of himself. But at base he was uninspired. In his notorious tenac- 
ity (inherited from a good Basque ancestry) he was akin to the 
Indian democrat, Juarez; but in nothing else. He had no apos- 
tolic mission like Madero. His real passion was not to uplift 
the downtrodden masses, but to attain a kind of patemalbtic 
power like that Diaz had possessed. He could not abide any 
interference with his will. Several times already he had told 
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the United States government he was not interested in alien 
advice. And what he desired most from his own people was 
simply obedience. But since he had found himself evicted from 
tlte capital, he was svilling for expediency's salcc to listen to the 
counsel of wiser men. Obregdn and Luis Cabrera advised him 
to make a definite swing to the left. From Vera Cruz, Carranza 
promulgated a series of tciorm decrees, the most significant one 
dealing with the agrarian problem. In the meantime, Obregdn 
won for him the support of the industrial laborers by promises 
and bargaining. By force of circumstances the Revolution now 
began to bear some constructive reality. 

As sporadic fighting continued, intrenched local wealth and 
American business in Mexico simultaneously became dubious 
of Carranza and began to look with favor on the fantastic Villa 
as one easier to handle. There were rumors that Villa would 
be recognized by the United States government in exchange for 
the gift of Lower California. With the bandit chieftain in com* 
plete control in the capital and almost two-thirds of the country, 
it did look for a while as if he were the “strong man of Mexico,” 
no matter how he behaved personally. While Wall Street urged 
Villa’s recognition, Obregdn shrewdly built up the Carranza 
popularity at home by proclaiming him as the real revolutionary 
and Villa as a secret tool of reaction. 

As Villa continued to cavort among the primroses on gaudy 
paths of dalliance, Obregdn gave the viHisSa torces a thorough 
trouncing at Puebla. Then he marched swiftly over the moun- 
tain to take possession of Mexico City. Villa hastily withdrew to 
the north, and 2^p3ta slipped back south. People everywhere 
were kept on the move, ficeing for ihetr lives from hacienda to 
town, from besieged town to mountain refuge. Crops were 
neglected. Fields grew rank with weeds. Marauders roamed and 
ranged, raiding towns and holding up carriages and wagons. A 
passenger took his life In his bands on any railroad journey in 
1914-15. Though Mexicans love guns and cannon, they have an 
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especial passion for dynamilc, and now they indulged it freely 
by blowing up trains. In 1915 typhus in virulent form broke out. 
In igi 6 the peso dropped to two cents. Some foodstuffs advanced 
over a thousand per cent. In the empty markets of the capital 
dressed alley cats sold for thirty pesos. 

Obrcgon had to work with terrific energy to save the distressed 
city from actual starvation. He endeavored to stop hoarding, and 
doled out rations to the poor. He caused emergency taxes to be 
levied on the merchants and on the church. When the church 
refused payment, Obregon conscripted one hundred and eighty 
priests for armed service. The upper classes openly cursed the 
ranchero Obrcgon and the hacendaio Carranza and prayed 
piously for the success of Villa, the roughneck. 

When the capital was once more set in temporary order and 
Carranza was again established in the National Palace, Obregdn 
decided to settle the contention with Villa once and forever if 
possible. He marched his army as far as Celaya. There he set 
up his defenses. Having made an intense study of modern meth- 
ods of warfare, he utilized miles of barfied wire and had trenches 
dug as was bemg done in the great war raging in Europe. In the 
front trenches he stationed the straight-shooting Yaqui Indians 
with their fearless wives and steady-nerved offspring beside them 
to reload the rifles. Of all the Indians in Mexico the little, well- 
knit Yaquis from Sonora have ever been the most terrific fighters. 
They liked the brave and simpatico Obregon, who knew he 
could depend on them to the last death. But he put his main 
dependence in lines of machine guns, plentifully supplied with 
ammunition and arranged in a half loop. 

Villa made the mistake of attacking. With vaunting bravado 
he ordered his hitherto invincible cavalry forward, all singing 
the lusty La Cucaracha. For three horrific April days Villa sent 
his horsemen charging the baibcd-wiie entanglements. The im- 
paled beasts and men were slaughtered by the machine guns and 
the Yaquis’ quick, sure aim. Obrcgon won a decisive battle. But 
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he exposed himself loo courageously and his right arm was shat- 
tered by a grenade. 

Villa saved his skin, but when he fled he lost everything else. 
Obregon deliberately coursed the bloody tracks of Villa’s troops, 
even before the wound of his own amputated arm had properly 
healed. Thrice Villa turned to give battle, and thrice his forces 
were cut to pieces. His spell broken, his army began to wither 
awMy like frost-bitten bean-plants. Each day desertions dimin- 
ished his ranks, until there was nothing left that might be called 
an army. Villa was not only deserted, but he was tricked and 
robbed by his own men. At last, riding alone, he returned to 
old, familiar haunts in Chihuahua, where friends of his outlaw 
days still revered him as a kind of Robin Hood. Pancho Villa’s 
fabulous career had come full circle. He was back where he 
started. But twice again be was to flare as a climactic trouble- 
maker. 

President Wilson formally recognized the Carranza govern- 
ment in October, 1915. This dbpensation meant no more guns 
and bullets across the border for Villa. The former Supreme 
Commander of Free Men brooded furiously for a while and then 
he decided to smack Uncle Sam across the face. In January his 
men held up a train, lined up the seventeen American passen- 
gers, and shot them down one by one. The incident did not 
bring on a war with the United States; so he determined on a 
more spectacular and provoking feat. In March he made his 
notorious raid on Columbus, New Mexico, and shot up the little 
border town, again killing seventeen American citizens. Indigna- 
tion was so hot and high in the United States that, with voices 
clamoring for intervention. President Wilson felt impelled to do 
something drastic. He ordered General Pershing to take ten 
thousand troops and capture Villa dead, if he could not bring 
him back alive. 

With scouting planes and artillery to supplement cavalry and 
infantry, Pershing's caravan set off across the desert of Chihuahua 
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in pursuit of a wily will-o-thc-wsp. Accompanied by carloads 
of journalists to satisfy the newspaper readers at home, the sol- 
diers trailed Villa by the horses his men had ridden to death 
and abandoned, to the delight of the buzzards. Sometimes they 
lost the trail in blinding sandstorms, and cursed and spit sand 
and cried it out of their stinging eyes. They went two hundred 
and seventy miles before they actually caught up with Villa’s 
forces, which had now swelled because of Mexican resentment 
against the punitive Yankees. They routed the Mexicans, but 
Villa escaped. They chased him seven thousand feet up into the 
snow, where winds cut like razors. Ail through the rest of 1916 
the man hunt went on, the Americans following false rumors 
and tsricc barely escaping ambusb- 
An ominous friction rose between Mexico and the United 
States. Carranza began protesting in strong language against the 
“invasion and violation of sovereignty.” Finally, hk military 
leaders, though sworn foes of Villa, noticed General Pershing 
that if he advanced a mile &rther he would meet with federal 
armed resistance. Despite the United States State Department’s 
assurances that there would be no intervention, Carranza began 
to concentrate troops along the northern border. The American 
National Guard was sent to line up opposite them. At the be- 
ginning of July war was imminent. The United States govern- 
ment again advised all its cidzens to leave Mexico. But nothing 
untoward happened in the next six months of futile searching, 
and on January second, 1917, Pershing was ordered to give up 
the chase. Tlicre was a more significant mission for him in 
Europe. 

On February fifth, the punitive expedition came home after 
eleven months of ranging. It had been a failure in every respect. 
It had cost the United States not only $130,000,000, but losses in 
friendship and prestige. Every faction in Mexico resented it. 
Carranza was more surly than ever about any proposal the United 
States made thereafter, and his pro-German sympathies grew. 
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Hunters had never had less fun, whereas the chief hunted had 
apparently enjoyed himself hugely. But Villa had failed to bring 
on a war with the United States, which by his exasperating high 
jinks he seemed bent on inciting. While the Americans turned 
their bellicose energies to the conflagration in Europe, Villa 
continued for a while to play the dashing hit-and-run marauder 
among his own people. In some towns he patiscd long enough 
to burn out the eyes of persons alleged to have aided General 
Pershing, and once he permitted his bored officers the diversion 
of tearing harmless Chinese shopkeepers asunder by roping them 
between four horses and then whipping the horses of! in four 
different directions. 

After a few years of makin g a mortal nuisance of Hlmtglf, the 
old rapscallion was seduced into pastoral quietude when a high 
official presented him with a handsome estate in Durango. Here 
soon he seemed to take as much pride in showing off hh tractor 
at work as he once did in reviewing hb magnificent Dorado 
cavalry. He professed to be completely in love with private citi- 
zenship. He babbled enthusiastically of the school be had built 
for his laborers’ litde ona. His mnversation agab became emo- 
tional about the dream b his heart for upliftbg the downtrod- 
den. But in the summer of 1^3 he was assassbated. While on 
his way bto a nearby town for supplies, with two bodyguards, 
hb car was riddled with bullets from an ambush and he died 
with hb boots on. Supposedly, he was killed to prevent hb rush- 
mg bto public life agab to oppose the presidential candidacy 
of hb bitter enemy, General Plutarco Elias Chiles. Hb funeral 
was without a touch of pomp. The stirrbg cry of Viva Villaf 
was never agam to rouse the rabble, except b folksong. 



19. A Great Constitution Is Born 

‘TAtf people have been mocked in their hopesl' 

EMILIANO ZAPATA 

To hold his power, Carranza had seemed willing to go to almost 
any length, except to truckle to the United States government. 
Like Diaz, he permitted strategic people who were useful to him 
to graft so outrageously that malicious wits substituted a coined 
verb “to Carranza” for the verb “to steal” and the public glee- 
fully took it up. Though the president himself had no need to 
steal — he was already well-to-do and his social position was supe- 
rior to that of his closest lieutenants — his government \vas pal- 
pably corrupt. But Carranza knew that if he precipitously checked 
theft and the spoils of victory he might be thrown out of office. 
He could be powerfully scrupulous in hb defense of Mexican 
sovereignty, however. His enemies might call him the most 
obscene names in the Mexican vocabulary, but they invariably 
admitted that “Old Whiskers” could handle the international 
situation. They praised him as “a patriot who could save the 
nation from the Yankees.” Now he was to be tested as a patriot 
who could save the nation from the Mexicans. 

Pershing’s punitive expedition had whipped up a surge of na- 
tionalism and made the Mexican populace eager for anti-forcign 
and anti<onscrvativc legislation. When a convention met in 
November of 1916, to revise the constitution of 1857, such radical 
measures as were passed might not have been devised and ac- 
cepted if there had been no invasion from the north. 

The delegates met at Qucr&aro in the old Iturbidc Theater, 
where Maxim'ilian had been condemned to death. Por seventy 
days the new constlmtion was abornin’. Carranza himself had 

aS4 
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laboriously prepared a mild document with the emphasis on 
political, not social, rciorm. But some delegates were determined 
that the constitution should do pistice to laborer and peasant. 
Obregdn, with his mildly progressive views, his seasoned com- 
mon sense and his wide popularity, added potent weight to the 
force of the left-wingers. 

When the constitution finally emerged on February fifth, ipiy 
— the very day the last American soldier marched out of Mexico 
— it proved to be one of the most important documents of mod- 
ern times. By its articles it purposed to transform Mexico’s social 
structure. It was a magnificent victory for the underprivileged 
and for the independent nationalism of Mexico — on paper. 
Though successive presidents and supreme court justices have 
wrangled mightily over the interpretation of the various sub- 
headings of its articles, the constitution has remained a standard 
for testing every individual act of each government that fol- 
lowed. 

The hero of the constitution was a youngish revolutionary 
general, Francisco M^gica, born the son of a rural schoolmaster 
in Michoacin. Stocky, strong-jawed, with disciplined dynamic 
energy, Mugica was the mainspring of the convention from the 
beginning. He had studied the Indian problem in the north and 
in the middle of Mexico and in Tabasco. He had come to the 
convention fired with intelligent and practical ideals of reform 
and the determination to put his ideas into concrete measures. 
Mugica had the unofficial aid of the brilliant Molina Enriquez, 
who worked with him in committee, though the latter was not 
an official delegate. 

Around four articles controversy has raged, and by these same 
four Mexico has made its chief radical gains. The two most 
famous sections were Article 27 and Article 123. Article 27 con- 
cerned division of land and the property rights of Mexican citi- 
zens and foreigners. Article 123 is generally referred to as labor’s 
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Magna Carta. Next in significance were Articles 3 and 130 

which dealt with education and the church. 

By Article 27 the state was to own all the subsoil wealth and 
have the control of water. Oil and mineral concessions to for- 
eigners were to be limited. No foreigner could own land in a 
prohibited zone thirty miles from the scacoast and within sbety 
miles of the border. Such exproprbtion as was necessary for the 
public welfare could be demanded. 

Section I (c) of Article 27 stated precisely; “The nation’s own- 
ership of waters and minerals is direct and imprescriptible; only 
the ‘right of exploitation’ of the nation’s waters and subsoil may 
be conceded to private parties, and that only on the condition 
that the resources be regularly developed and the right legally 
exerdsed." 

Section 2 (i) decreed; “Only Mexicans by birth or naturaliza- 
tion and Mexican companies have the right to acquire ownership 
in lands, waters and their appurtenances or to obtain concessions 
to develop mines, waters, or mineral fuels in the Republic of 
Mesdeo. The nation may grant the same right to foreigners, pro- 
vided they agree to be considered Mexicans in respect of such 
property, and accordingly not to involve the protection of their 
govenunent in respect of the same.” 

SecticHi 2 (2) decreed that: “Churches shall have no legal 
capacity to acquire, hold or administer real property or loans 
on real property.” 

Besides thus dealing with forrign investors and the church, 
Article 27 set up “Principles and Procedures for the Solution 
of the Agrarian Problem.” It cstablbhcd the meaning of ejido— 
“the waters, woods and lands which the village may need.” It 
vested the title of cjidot in the rillagc as a whole. It decreed that, 
villages which had been deprived of their lands should have 
the lands restored. 

The law further provided that the nation should tmdertake to 
recover the public lands and waten alienated under the Diaz 
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regime in prejudice of the public interest. All ejiJo lands taken 
from the Indian villages since the Juarez administration were 
to be restored. The land hunger of independent peasants was 
to be satisfied by taking acreage from the haciendas and compen- 
sating the owners with government bonds. 

Article 27 brought a howl fi'om all conservative elements — 
foreign big business, the oil and mining companies, the large 
estate owners, and the church. Arriclc 123 also distiayeA capital, 
for it was designed to give Mexican labor a fair deal. It legalized 
the right of workers to form unions, to bargain collectively, and 
to strike. It established an eigbt-hout working day with double 
pay for overtime. It provided compensation for accident or occu- 
pational disease. It abolished labor for children under twelve. 
It provided special protecdon for women workers; no heavy 
work during the last three months of pregnancy and a month’s 
leave of absence with pay following childbirth. Large industries 
were obligated to provide schools for employees’ children. No 
man’s children could be henceforth held liable for his debts. 

Article 3 was devised principally against the Catholic church’s 
influence in education, which Diaz had allowed to assume a pre- 
Juaiez emphasis. Public education was to become strictly a gov- 
ernment function. Any but secular primary education was de- 
clared illegal. By Article 130 there were to be no more foreign 
priests in Mexico. Henceforth all priests were required to register 
with the civil authorities. To the various state legislatures was 
granted the power to limit the number of priests within their 
jurisdiction. 

“Mexico, in theory at any rat^” as Eyler Simpson said, 
“achieved at one bound what many other countries have been 
struggling step by step to obtain.” It is one of Mexico’s many 
little ironies that the conservative Carranza — the nearest in spirit 
of all subsequent presidents to Porfirio Diaz — should have been 
the chief executive when the Hmous reform constitution of 1917 
was passed. Forces with wbidi he had no sympathy and which 
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he could not even comprehend carried the day. But though he 
was persuaded to make use of the political strategy of reform, 
he purposed to handle the reform measures in his own dictatorial 
way. Of course, Carranza might have sabotaged the whole thing. 
It adds greatly to his stature that no matter how sour he felt 
towards various articles, he let the constitution pass with its full 
radical measures. 

Amid wild enthusiasm, those of the masses who were literate 
read of the new constitution as if the millennium would come 
with the dawn. But Carranza considered the Revolution accom- 
plished merely with his formal inauguration in March. He pre- 
pared to brush aside the “fanciful” ideas of the constitution and 
revert to the good old days after his own fashion. As a sop to 
the radicals, however, 48,000 families out of the millions of the 
land-hungry received land. Though Carranza expropriated vast 
tracts of private property from hb enemies, only 450,000 acres 
were distributed among the people. Many single individuals still 
owned considerably more territory than the redivided total. As 
for labor, Carranza had no notion of letting the industrial workers 
get uppity. When an electricians’ strike occurred in Mexico City, 
he called it treason, and the leader was sentenced to death. 
Though the condemned man was reprieved, many another 
striker about the country was lynched. In general, the new rights 
accorded workers were as ignored as if they bad never been 
inscribed in the constitution. 

Back in Morelos was Zapata, watching and waiting, with faint 
faith in Carranza’s good intentions. He signed an open letter to 
the piesidcnt in wHch he accused him of trying to convert the 
Revolution into a movement for hb own gain and that of his 
litdc group of friends. “It has never crossed your mind,” he de- 
clared bitterly, “that the Revolution was for the benefit of the 
masses, for that great legion of the oppressed which you aroused 
with your preaching. The e^at have not been returned to the 
villages . . . nor have lands been dbtributed to the workers, the 
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poor pcJuntt and those tniljr in need . . . Vour loldicri Jtcal 
iceds cjtiic and work-animaU; in the »mall ithvnt, they burn 
and loot the hornet of humble dtizent; and in the dtict they 
ipeculatc with the grain they lute tlolen.’* HU itlnging accuu- 
tiont were crowned by the cry, "Tlic people have been mocked 
in their bopet 

So Zapata, a eommuniu who had never read of communUm, 
kept up hit ftghi for the right* of the poor. HU raggal army 
rallied again and again to the most ttirring of all the Revolution’* 
»Jogan»: "Men of the SouthI It U Isciter to die on your feet than 
to live on jour knee*," That wai the totcc of Zapata speaking 
from the heart, though he to* hardly sulTicienily literate himself 
to pen the word* that were to become world-famous. 

To still the aecuiing utterance and to break forever the peas- 
ant*’ revolt in Morclcrt, Carranza »cm General Pablo Gonzilex 
into the sugar uatt. ConrJila indulged in an orpy 0/ earth- 
KCfching. 1 Ic burnes! down the mtsctable hut* of innocent coun- 
try folk, hangnl and tortured non<om{otants. Worst of all, he 
destroyed their meager nukeduft farm implement*. Rut no fury 
or havoc could break the power of Zapata. At last the /efe 
vras caught by a deviluh tfkk in which Gal. /esus Guajardo 
pretenilcd to be convcrtesl to the agrarian lisle, and cold 4 )loodedly 
*hot dosvn a detachment of hit osvn troop* to prove it. Zapata 
was deceived. He consented to confer with the federal, who was 
to render him great assistance He went for a rendezvous to a 
certain haacnia. Wiih hu vbionary eye* aglow with his mis- 
sion, he rode into the great counyard to a flourish of welcom- 
ing buglet. He was met with a blaze of rifle fitc. Zapata died 
literally on hit fcci, “stjll fighting for agrarian Justice isvo years 
after Article 27 of the *917 coruiiiuiton had made land distri- 
bution 3 part of die basic law." 

To prove (hat he ansi all he stood far svere dead, the leader's 
mangled bosly was brought by muleback and displayed in the 
town of Cuautla on April tenth, 19(9. Rut to the peasants who 
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passed worshipfully by the bier the dead commander was meta- 
morphosed into a deity. Though his wretched armies dispersed, 
his influence remained like an enduring light, and within a few 
years the peasants legally received die land they suffered so to 
obtain. 

Carranza, who had become more and more unpopular with 
most factions, because of his stubbornness and conceit, deter- 
mined not to relinquish control when his term was up. He 
dared not go so far as to stand for rc-clcctton, but he selected 
as his puppet successor a mediocrity who was currently the 
Mexican ambassador in Washington. The vast majority of the 
people wanted Obregdn for president, the man without whom 
Carranza could never have reached the National Palace. For all 
of his natural amiability, Obregon had not been able to endure 
Carranza’s petulance and domineering ways and his heavy in- 
telligence, so he had retired from the earlier intimacy with the 
chief. To keep from being cheated, Obreg6n’s indignant friends 
decided swiftly on revolution. The leader was Adolfo de la 
Huerta, governor of Sonora. His second was the able Plutarco 
Elias Callcs. Both men had fought for Carranza under Obregdn. 
Their cue came when the president sent federal troops into 
Sonora to break a railroad employees’ strike. The revolutionists, 
claiming violation of state’s rights, demanded the removal of 
Carranza and the appointment of a provisional president until 
a proper election could be held. As the rebellious bands from 
the north came south with a great singing, their army swelled 
into a tidal wave of allegiance to Obregon. 

Carranza had ever known how queasy was his tenancy in the 
presidential chair. To defend it, under the somber dignity of his 
frock coat be had invariably carried concealed a long, black 
pistol. But when the hour came It did not save him. A single 
weapon could not halt a tidal wave. Realizing that he must 
flee, but hardly knowing whidx way to run, Girranza tele- 
graphed to General Guadalupe Sinchez, to whom he had been 
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as generous as a dodng parent. The commander at Vera Cruz 
replied by wire: “President and father, though esxryone else 
betray you, I shall not. If but one man remain loyal to you, I 
am that man." 

The fugitive train for Vera Cruz was ordered prepared— or, 
rather, twenty-one trains were readied, for this flight was to be on 
the grand scale. Not only were tlic few real friends like the in- 
corruptibly lopl Francisco Urqutzo to accompany the president, 
but a group of self-seekmg politicians as well as the cabinet, the 
supreme court and some of the congressmen. Twenty thousand 
soldiers came along to protea the public sers'ants and the quan- 
tities of gold pieces and treasure variously estimated at between 
twcnty-se>*en and a hundred million. 

The flight began as a comedy of errors and confusions, and 
ended in disaster and tragedy. The trains vme attacked shortly 
after they left the apital. Their artillery was tost; four trains 
got sidetracked. There w-ere days of delays here and there along 
the short route. General Sinchez proved perfidious, went over to 
Obfcgdn, who had entered .Vfcxico City shortly after the exodus. 
Carranza's troops were defeated, bis trains stalled. He knew 
there was no hope of reaching Vera Cruz by rail. On horseback 
he escaped into the mountains. A local chieftain named Herrero 
ofTered to be his guide and guardian over the rough terrain to 
Tampico. On the night of May eighteenth, in an Indian hut in 
the wilderness, as the tired old roan svas quietly sleeping his 
guardian shot him dead and gave it out that Carranza had com- 
mitted suicide. His body was brought to Mexico City six days 
later and buried in the Dolores cemetery with proper honor and 
ceremony. 

By most commentators Carranza’s administration is harshly 
condemned and considered remarkable for corruption in a coun- 
try where political corruption bas been exceeding rank. But it 
should be recalled that Carranza inherited Mexican chaos and 
managed to bring some order to the land. In any tribunal one 
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should not ignore the evidence that it was Carranza who insti- 
gated and led the rebellion against the villainous Huerta. He 
ever stood out boldly for Mexico’s national sovereignty. He re- 
fused to bow low to foreign capital or subscribe to any foreign 
interference. And, however ingrown his personal, conservative 
principles were, it was during his regime that the agrarian revo- 
lution won its decisive constitutional victory when the constitu- 
tion of 1917 was conceived and passed, “as bold and statesman- 
like an action as has been recorded in the annals of Mexico.” 



PART EIGHT 


MEN FROM SONORA 


20. The Happy Man with One Arm 

"Poor Mexico— to far from God and so near 

to t^e United States" ^ 

rOKFlKlO PIAZ 


The (Jay after Carranza’s funeral, Adolfo de la Huerta, a young- 
ish radical from Sonora, was made temporary president to finish 
out the SIX months of the unexptred term. He chose a liberal 
cabinet, including General Plutarco Elias Callcs as minuter of 
war. Obregdn, who everybody knew would be the next presi- 
dent, did not Ell a abinct post in the interim, but he remained 
in the capital and maintained an office, “obeying the ne%v re- 
gime,” as he pleasantly expressed it. At the presidential elections 
that came in September there was no (^position. The one-armed 
fiero was inaugufatcd president at the end of November. 

Mexico as a whole was enthusiastically behind Alvaro Obre- 
gon. Perhaps there was no one then alive better equipped with 
common sense and force and kindliness to tackle the formidable 
job, to calm the nation after a decade of bewilderment and 
savagery, and to steer the destinies of Mexico out of the slough 
of semi-feudalism towards an enlightened prospect of democ- 
racy. Mexico needed just such a realist of the first order as the 
genial, hard-fighting Obregdn. 

Like Madcro and Carranza, the new president was a creole, 
but he did not belong to the upper classes as they did. One set 
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of his grandparents had come over from Spain — poor folk, 
“doubtless driven to emigrate by sheer himger,” as he himself 
said. The other set of grandparents were picked up in Mexico 
and though they were of a lineage which makes it impossible 
to say positively there was no strain of Indian blood, it is gener- 
ally conceded that Obregon was pure white. He remained a 
rough diamond to the end, by choice. He despised folderol. 
There was nothing whatever paradeful about him. He was a 
farmer, a ranchero, not a hacendado. He was also a business 
man, a wholesale dealer in chick peas. His formal education was 
limited, but he had an unusually receptive mind and he was an 
astute judge of men. He knew values. He was hard to fool. He 
was not selflessly inspired as was Madcro. He was a practical 
man of affairs, with ambition, a humanitarian outlook, and a 
healthy sense of humor. Despite his huth in himself, he was some- 
what surprised to find that he possessed the military genius to 
become one of the greatest Mexican generals of all times. 

A born leader, as engaging as shre^vd, he was also an able 
organizer and executive. His sense of balance made him know 
when to compromise. He was never in danger of an ideal sway- 
ing him too far. Though a forceful and persuasive speaker, 
he was too earthy ever to become lyrical in his thinking. He 
found life an exciting adventure, and in his last years he warmed 
his one hand at its metaphorical fires with more satisfying ardor 
than most men could with tsvice their two hands. He took his 
drinks neat and plentiful, but he never had hangovers. His easy 
familiarity of manner was the same to men of every class. Litde 
children adored him. Dogs instinctively trusted him. His smile 
was frank and warming, svith sometimes a soup^on of amiable 
mockery. Even after he became president he was still careless 
of his dress, wearing unpressed suits and a weather-stained old 
panama. This was not affectation; he felt more comfortable that 
way. His conversation was as unconventional and casual as his 
clothes. His trick of always sa^g the unpredictable made him 
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pungendy cntcfuinmg and a "namrar for front-page copy. As 
a s%Tseaadccr he was unsurpassed among his fcllovs'j. 

Though there was plenty of fun in this ruddy-faced, chubby 
new president, there was no more nonsense than there ssras illu- 
sion. He had a remarkably dear piaure of the needs of the 
people of the time. He allowed the Mexicans just as much liberty 
as he thought good for them. He was determined not to let the 
peace be broken if he could help it. Unlike hfadero, he knew 
they wanted bread more than freedom. He beltes-ed that the up- 
lift of the masses must come by gradual cs-olution. To illiterate 
Indiaiu could not be given middle<lass responsibilities os'cr- 
night. Economic welfare came next in importance after peace, 
and then as large doses of agrarian justice and clemencary edu- 
cation as the country could afford. 

Obreg^n’s task svas not only to make ‘'an amiable adjust* 
roent bttween wliite hfexieo and Indian hfexico,” but to plaate 
foreign capital, while suggesting to his people that he was being 
tough with foreigners. He had the misfortune to come into 
power at the same time that Harding beamc the Republican 
Praident of the United States, when Albert D. Fall and Edward 
L. Dobeny, the oil sharks, carried such weight with the govern- 
ment. 

Though the Harding administration looked upon him as a 
bolshevik of deepest crimson, Obrcg6n was not even a socialist 
He refused to make too wide a breach in the hacienda system. 
He did not believe land redistribution should come with a 
wrenching violent enough to disrupt the national economy. In 
hb term of olHce he dbtributed 3,000,000 acres among 624 vil- 
lages — not much, perhaps, but almost seven times Carranza’s 
-record. But he did not intend to rbk crop shortages by giving too 
much land to Indians who might not work for themselves after 
they had it. Many would raise barely enough for their own 
families, and felt no responsibility as farmers to help feed the rest 
of the nation. Some who received twenty or thbty acres of land 
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would cultivate one acre for themselves and let the rest go to 
%vccds. Even in Morelos, where the peasants, shortly after Za- 
pata’s death, had got the land they had fought for, there was 
discontent. Among the new small freeholders, who had not yet 
the skill to manage for themselves, many pleaded openly for the 
return of the hacienda. 

Though Obregon supported the labor unions and strongly 
urged labor to organize so that industrial wages would rise, 
he had no patience when labor troubles disrupted production. 
While giving protection to workers, Obregon astutely fostered 
native capitalism. He tried to instill some constructive energy 
into his people, and he saw the creation of native industries as a 
step towards the gradual supplanting of foreign capital. 

For education he did far more than had ever been done by 
any preceding president. The famous Jose Vzsconcelos, Obre- 
gon’s minister of education, is really the father of popular edu- 
cation in Mexico. But it was Obregdn who chose Vasconcelos 
to do the job, and he gave hb minister vital encouragement and 
as much of the state funds as be could possibly allot at the time. 
Almost a thousand rural schools w’cre built under the Obregon 
administration. Vasconcelos not only built schools and created 
libraries, but he tried to make the schools cultural centers of the 
villages, and he sometimes even fed warm breakfasts to the 
smaller children. 

The practical Obregon winked at the surreptitious continua- 
tion of church schools, which had been outlawed by the 1917 
constitution. “Of course we arc not unaware of the menace of 
these Catholic schools,” he confessed. “We know well enough 
their aim is to inculcate anti-government and anti-revolutionary 
propaganda. But the government hasn’t the money or the facili- 
ties to teach all the children of Mexico. Church schools arc illegal, 
yes; but It is preferable that children receive any instruction 
rather than grow up illiterate.” 

He was pleased that Vasconcelos never spoke of “the Indian 
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problem,” but always of “ibc problem of ignorance.” He liked 
Vasconcclos’s way of putting it; “Ignorance made worse by the 
indifference and c^xn the downright cruelty of those who, pos- 
sessing wealth and education, have done nothing whatsoever to 
benefit their fcllowmen.” But he could not help but be amused 
sometimes at Vasconcelos’s vision as compared with Mexican 
actualities. 

Vasconcclos had the zeal of a redeemer. He decided the people 
should read and read the best, and he had vast editions of the 
classics printed to distribute among them. Verna Carleton Millin 
gives perhaps the most authentic version of a much-told story 
which casts a revealing light on the basic situation in Mexico: 

Once, when Obregdn and Vasconcclos had escaped from the 
presidential train which they were warned was to be attacked 
by rebels, they bcame lost in wild, unfamiliar territory. On 
horseback they pusiied on for hours, and finally came upon a 
lone hut The old Indian standing by the door was astounded to 
see strangers in his remote domain. 

Obregdn called to him with that friendly common-denominator 
manner that men rarely failed to respond to: “Friend, can you 
tell me where we arc?” 

The man shook his head. 

“But what place is this?” 

The man shrugged. 

“What town arc we near?” 

“Who knows?” 

“Were you born here?” 

“Yes.” 

“And your wife, too?" 

“Yes.” 

Obregdn carefully enunciated his last question. “You and your 
wdfe were both born here — you've always lived here — yet you 
still do not know where you arc?” 

“No,” the old man reaffirmed with unperturbed mdiffcrence. 
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The president turned to his minister of education and said, 
with amused irony, “Make a note of this man, Jose, so that you 
can send him copies of the dassics you have just edited.” 

Though Obregon kept the peaces though Mexico was more 
prosperous than she had been for more than a decade^ though 
patently he represented the great majority of the population, 
the United States under the Republican President Harding with- 
held recognition. Harding was hand-in-glove with the oil men 
who were still boiling with fury bo:ausc the Mexicans had re- 
affirmed in the constitution of 1917 the ancient Spanish and 
Mexican legal principle that the itation’s subsoil wealth belongs 
to the state. At the very time that a group of American oil men 
was hoping to possess eternally the oil of Mexico, this same 
group w’as trying to sell the United States oil reserve that be- 
longed to the navy. The notorious Teapot Dome scandal which 
cost President Harding his reputation and perhaps bis life was 
just brewing. 

From the beginning, Obregon had insisted that Article 37 
should not be retroactive. But the Harding government refused 
to recognize the government of Obregon unless the president 
signed a treaty to that effect, which would guarantee American 
property rights acquired in Mexico before May first, 1917. The 
United States administration a>nsidcred the reform program in 
Mexico a threat to American vested interests, and demanded 
“adequate safeguards” in the form of a treaty. Secretary of State 
Hughes drew up a pact called a "Treaty of Amity and Com- 
merce,” which was presented to Obregon on May twenty- 
seventh, ipzr, less than three months after Harding took office. 

According to the authoritative Dr. Rippy, the crux of the 
matter lay in four provisions: (i) Assurance that nationals of 
cither country residing in the other would enjoy all the privi- 
leges of native dtizens; (2) reciprocal guaranties against confis- 
cauon and expropriation, except for public purposes, and after 
“prompt payment of just compensation”; (3) assurances against 
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the retroactive application to American citizens of Carranza’s 
agrarian decree of January sixth, 1915, and of the provisions of 
the 1917 constitution; (4) restoration to American citizens, 
whenever possible, of the property rights of which they may 
have been deprived since 1910 and adequate compensation for 
all losses suffered on account of such deprivation. 

Diplomatic assurances were not deemed sufficient. The United 
States government demanded a treaty. Obregon refused to ac- 
cept recognition on such high-handed conditions. He considered 
it humiliating to the national dignity to do so. Besides, no matter 
how he may have felt about the increased business that would 
come to Mexico with official recognition, he had to be wary not 
to make obeisance to Wall Street in the sight of bis own people. 
The spirit of nationalism had been waxing ever since the Pershing 
chase after Villa. 

The martcf dragged on unsettled for almost two years. In 3 
note of March thirty-first, jgaj, from Obrcgdn’s foreign minis- 
ter, Alberto Pani, to Secretary of State Hughes, it was pointed 
out how the hfcxican supreme court bad “defined in an unmis- 
takable manner— in five cases of injunction— the nonretroactive 
character of Article 27 in that part relative to petroleum. The 
Mexican minister also cited statistics which revealed that the en- 
tire petroleum industry in Mexico was capitalized at $1,050,532,- 
434. Of this amount American and British interests owned 
91.5 per cent. The Mexicans themselves held an insignificant i.i 
per cent of their own oil wealth. 

Pani regretted that American citizens had suffered losses when 
the Mexican government granted some rjidoi to the villages that 
had once owned the acreage. He regretted, too, that the crises 
of the times had not permitted immediate indemnity in cash. 
But, after all, he pointed out, Obregon had “extinguished a de- 
structive agrarian revolt at the cost of serious injury to only a 
few landowners,” including a mere twenty-six American citi- 
zens, In summing up Obregon’s and Mexico’s case, Pani wrotev 
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with remarkable restraint: “Considering all this, the damages 
to tlic American agricultural properties will never justify the 
systematic resistance, worthy of a better cause, which the United 
States has been opposing to die currents of sympathy, created 
and developed under the protection of the goodwill of the gov- 
ernment of Mexico.” 

It is believed that Secretary Hughes felt a bit ashamed of his 
course. At any rate, since Hughes saw that Obregon would not 
be coerced into signing the treaty, within a fc^v weeks after the 
Pani note he changed his methods and sent tsvo commissioners 
to Mexico to negotiate for recognition. Certainly, public opinion 
in the United Slates was against the Harding and Hughes atti- 
tude to Mexico, and many business men and bankers were clam- 
oring for recognition. 

From May fourteenth to August fifteenth the two American 
commissioners conferred with two Mexican commissioners. At 
length they arrived at what passed for a satisfactory mutual 
agreement. But the impasse was really broken only because of 
Obregdn’s cleverness in playing the American bankers off against 
the oil men, in causing the bankers to press for recognition so 
that they could begin collecting interest on loans. To insure a 
peaceful presidential succession, Obregon had felt that United 
States recognition would be worth whatever compromise he 
might make from the standpoint of expediency. He made some 
slight concessions, agreed to pay compensation for the revolu- 
tion’s damages to American property, and reaffirmed that Article 
27 would not be interpreted as retroactive. A storm of protest 
from a portion of the Mexican public greeted the announcement 
of the terms. Obregon’s enemies found excuse to accuse him of 
selling out to the United States. On September third, 1923, after 
Obrcg6n had been president for almost three years, the United 
States recognized his government. 

The belated recognition helped avert a complete overthrow, 
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but it did not circumvent s revolt. With his astute judgment, 
ObregfSn had clioscn Plutarn* Bias Callcs, hu secretary of inte- 
rior, for lib successor. CaUes was recognized as a man of un- 
common ability, but he was not generally popular, because he 
refused to waste energy in winning friends. And because he 
professed sociaUsm, the generals with a passion for loot, as well 
as estate owners, the Catholic church, and the British oil com- 
panies, straightway created art opposition and backed Adolfo de 
la Huerta, Obregdn's long-time friend and the incumbent minis- 
ter of the treasury, a former radical who had become progres- 
sively more conservative. Soon another counter-revolution was in 
full blast. It took three bloody months to squash it Again there 
flared the traditional betrayals and flagrant displays of callous 
opportunbm. In Obregdn, however, there was none of Madcro’s 
ehicken^tearted eompission (or uoubkreukers. He ordered every 
captured rebel ofEeer above the rank of major to be shot. 

“Bui you can’t shoot me,” cried a young reaaionary attor- 
ney, Francisco Trevino, who had been caught with the de la 
Huerta forces. “I am not even a soldier. The penal code docs not 
prescribe the death penalty for insurrection.” Obregdn’s bluff 
muibter of war, Francisco Serrano, with tragicomic grace im- 
mediately signed an order appointing Ijwycr Trevino a “Gen- 
eral in the Mexican Army.” At the bottom of the page he added 
a mordant postscript: “Show General and Lawyer Francisco 
Trevino.” 

Adol/o de Ja Huerta was more fortunate; he escaped to Cah- 
fornia and became a singing teacher. Hb little flair of self- 
gratification as a tool of the reactionaries had cost hb hard-up 
nation sixty million pesos. A vast deal of Obrcg6n’s construc- 
tive work had been sabotaged by the unworthy rebellion. 

Obregon’s record, like that of all Mexican rulers, is a subject 
of controversy. But unquestionably the Revolution had gone for- 
ward. Under him, Mexico was the first of the soolled “back- 
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ward” nations of the world to allow labor to organize. He gave 
Mexico a taste of democracy by permitting the press to go un- 
censored. He let the opposition rail against him in congress. He 
himself went about unarmed and without a bodyguard. It was 
a brave practice, for Obregdn was bitterly hated by the “outs,” 
who resented his favoritism. Of course, he did some spoils-divid- 
ing. He was over-indulgent with his friends — it is said he would 
sometimes even pay his minister of war’s gambling debts out of 
the national treasury. “All of us are thieves, more or less, down 
here,” he engagingly joked with Blasco Ibanez. “However, the 
point is that I have only one hand, while the others have two. 
That’s why the people prefer me.” 

The people had preferred him because he was the best mate- 
rial they could find at the time for the job, because he was a man 
of sound sense, without the arrogance and absurdities of the 
logician, or the rapt fantasy of the visionary. They liked him 
because his smile won their hearts and because be was fearless 
and clever. 

Except for the bothersome revolt of dc la Huerta and the 
meanness of the Harding government in withholding recogni- 
tion, Obregon had enjoyed his arduous administration. He had 
set Mexico on the road to achieve modem democracy. But, with 
his unflinching estimate of human nature, he knew that the road 
would not run straight, that it would twist to right and left, 
and make time-wasting detours both ways. He knew, too, the 
brakes that lay submerged in each revolutionist. He knew him- 
self. “We can get rid of clericalism,” he said with a half-wink, 
“and we can get rid of capitalism, but who is going to get rid 
of us?” And again, in the same vein, he said more seriously: 
“The bitter fruit of all our previous revolutions has been that 
wc could not rid ourselves of the liberators.” 

Buv ’wbew CaUcs, the one-%iiae TUia\ ttachtt, was elected 

president, Obregon did not try to run the government He went 
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back to the private life of a ranckero and a wholesale dealer in 
chick peas. Still he kept a more than casual eye on the presU 
dential chair and was prepared to occupy it again when Callcs 
went out — ^if the people really ss'anicd him and if it could be 
arranged. 



21. Big Boss 


"The Mexican Revotullon is not over yet, nor 
will it taJ^e less than a century to accomplish 
fruition." 


WALDO FRANK 


President Calles carried the Revolution farther than Obregon. 
The sincerity of his original ideology can hardly be doubted. 
Some of his statements call to mind words of Franklin D. Roose- 
velt when the latter launched the New Deal almost a decade 
later. Calles wrote: 

The ideal of ray goverameot is to save the great masses of the 
population from misery and ignorance, to raise their social standard, 
to teach them to eat better, to give them schools and citlture, to 
raise them to a higher level of dvilizadon, so as to construct a homo- 
geneous nation, dosing the existing gulf between a handful of Mexi- 
cans who enjoy comfort, refinement and welHxang, and the great 
mass of Mexicans, exploited by every tyranny, abandoned by every 
administration, buried in misery, darkness and suffering. 

I prefer ... to carry on this humanitarian task— even if by so 
doing my Government is marked with the name of Bolshevist which 
propaganda is giving it. I leave to time to pass the difficult final 
judgment. 

Time passed a very different judgment from the one Calles 
had in mind when he penned his eloquent credo. Though he 
accomplished much for Madco, as the years ticked by the young 
radical sodalist appeared to go the way of all flesh. At the end 
of his rule he had become a plausflile conservative. Like Prime 
Minister Ramsay MacDonald, who was beguiled into giving over 
the Socialist cause in England, Calles, hy his actions, seemed to 
renounce the constructive principles of some of his most pro- 
274 
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grcssivc work. At any rate, he himself halted the Revolution. 
“So far and no farther,” he at length decreed. 

Ukc Obrcg6n, Callcs came from the ru^cd northern state 
of Sonora. The birthplace was a very humble house in the pretty 
seaport town of Guaymas. His mother was part Yaqui In dian^ 
and the tale often goes that his father was the “improvident son 
of an itinerant Armenian.” But there is no more truth in this 
report than in that which says be is Jewish. Calles’s blood is 
predominandy Spanish. Because of a ncaC'East cast of his fea- 
tures, Plutarco earned his nickname of “El Turco.” Without 
being what the Latins call simpaStso — as Obregon was and as 
Franklin Roosevelt is — the man had a dynamic hscination. His 
was a highly intelligent, dark and subtle face that came to be 
deeply lined and prematurely aged. The close-cropped mustache 
added a kind of distinction. His piercing hazel eyes seemed to 
accuse one of dubious motives. The jaw was square-cut, strong 
like those of hb Yaqui ancestors. Because of a fundamental vein 
of hard metal in his character, this grim and taciturn man won 
the tide of the “Iron Man” of revolutionary >fexico. A bom 
organizer, he had something of that relentless will which domi- 
nated both Juarez and Diaz. But, though a master craftsman in 
politics, he had less camaraderie than Diaz and a more flexible 
intelligence iban jufrez. By sheer force of ability and statecraft 
he was able to maintain power from hb inauguration on Decem- 
ber first, 1924, to beyond the ascendancy of Cfrdenas in 1934, 
though there H'Crc three other presidents in the interim. 

Callcs was named Plutarco Elias, but as a boy he lived with a 
relative of hb mother named Juan Calles, and he adopted the 
name of his foster-father, which was also the name of his mother. 
Hb education did not extend to college, but it was sufficient to 
secure him a position as a rural elementary school teacher when 
he was seventeen. Early life was largely a typical Mexican strug- 
gle against poverty- Young Calles tried [arming, journalism and 
bartending to kcq) the pot bc^ing for fab wife and children. In 
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his mid-thirties he turned to the more lucrative politics, and 
became a frontier chief of police at Agua Prieta. From here he 
gravitated into the Revolution, rising swiftly under Obregon 
from lieutenant to general. Callcs’s authority was such that men 
instinctively obeyed him, not out of affection but because of an 
aura of determination and superior judgment that hung about 
him. He was a man more respected than loved. However, the 
orphans at the Cruz Galvez Industrial School, which he built 
for their protection and education, affectionately called him 
“Papa Calles,” because he would “encourage them with broad 
smiles, as he praised a specimen of a girl’s needlework or of a 
boy’s cobblery,” and because he would himself take the orphans’ 
handiwork to sell in the cities to raise money to keep the school 
going. 

After serving as military commander of Sonora in 1916, Calles 
became governor of the state. When Obregdn was elected presi- 
dent he brought Calles to the capital as secretary of interior, the 
chief position in the Mexican cabinet. And finding him the 
ablest and most dependable of his ministers, he began grooming 
him for the presidency. 

The upper classes and business men were horrorstruck at the 
thought of such a radical in prime control. “God help us if that 
bolshevik Calles becomes president,” they cried. Unlike Obregon, 
Calles at first made no attempt to conciliate the capitalists. In 
fact, he well aired his hatred and contempt for them. His sup- 
port came from laborers and farm workers, intellectual radicals, 
and the middle classes. The estate owners, the church, and big 
business opposed him with vehemence and vituperation. And 
when he assumed the presidency he straightway sheared all three 
groups of a vast deal of power and privilege. 

From the first, Calles intended to be a benevolent dictator. 
He was as chary of too much liberality as he was zealous about 
progress. Being a remarkably astute politician, howc^’cr, he played 
his cards with as much skill as vigor. He demanded cfBcicncy of 
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his chosen officeholders and spoke so feelingly of honesty that 
the officials who did steal were very careful to be unwontcdly 
moderate in their rakc-o/Js. Though he had to keep the army 
in an amiable state of mind, he brought about some drastic re- 
forms. He purged it of its incompetents, but to these he gave 
land and farm implements and some financial assistance to start 
them off. The peacock-splendid uniforms of the officers were 
abolished. Gold and blue and magenta gave way to sober khaki, 
which officers were forced to buy for themselves. Fifteen thou- 
sand illiterate soldiers were taught to read and write and reckon. 
Barracks became schools, just as rural schools became realities. 
“Universal elementary education,*’ Callcs declared, “is Mexico’s 
crying need.” 

The new president made It clear that the chief purpose of his 
administration was “the bettering of the Mexican people,” but 
he warned them not to expect a millennium. “It is a task,” he 
said, “that requires in many cases the laying of new foundations 
and of building upon them slowly and steadily, stone upon 
stone.” Though the de la Huerta rebellion had left the nation’s 
treasury worse than empty, by his shrewd economy the president 
was able to show extraordinary achievement at the end of his 
fint fiscal year. He had made up a deficit of almost fifty million 
pesos, paid some internal debts, resumed payment on foreign 
debts, balanced the budget, and established a national bank with 
a reserve of more than sixty million pesos. No one else since 
Limantour had revealed so much talent for finance. 

Not only did Calks reform the army set-up, build four thou- 
sand schools, strengthen the nation’s financial position, and dis- 
charge twenty thousand government employees, but he encour- 
aged labor and gave his special presidential blessing to the Coii- 
jederaci6n Re^onal Obrera Mexieana (CROM), which more or 
less corresponded to the American Federation of Labor. He con- 
sidered trade unions indispensable to the capitalistic system. “The 
trade unions, ” he said, “stand or fad by capitalism. But they 
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should never intervene in political matters. Their sphere is purely 
economic, and once they meddle in politics they lose thdr char- 
acter and their significance.** 

Calles did more road building than any precedent chief execu- 
tive. Modern macadam highways were laid wdth an eye for scenic 
beauty as well as practical engineering. A scries of irrigation 
projects were instituted. In less than three years after his inaugu- 
ration Calles had brought the budget for public health to fourteen 
times the figure allottrf by Porfirio Diaz. The record in general 
looked good. 

In land reform, however, the president fell far short of pleas- 
ing the radical agrarians, though in his four years in actual office 
he redistributed some eight million acres among fifteen hundred 
villages. Calles, for political reasons, had proclaimed himself the 
heir lo Zapata. To make every peasant a proprietor is the best 
way of avoiding revolution and political unrest, be said. Many 
of the estates which had swallowed up vast tracts of land under 
Porfirio Diaz were now made to disgorge. The lands expro- 
priated were paid for in government bonds at ten per cent above 
the assessed tax valuation, which meant that the government got 
the land dirt-cheap. But m title adjustments Calles came up 
against the old Adam in human namre. The village politicians 
often proved tricky and rapacious. For the new home-owners he 
created agricultural banks to lend them money. But the local 
banker-politicians betrayed their humble fellows and lent most 
of the money not to the poor, but to the rich estate owners in 
the district who would be sure to repay and who would advance 
the money lender politically. It was partly hk disappointment in 
the villagers’ inability to get along together and their lack of 
interest in national production that made Calles finally halt his 
agrarian reform program. 

In hk triple fight against the huendados, big business, and 
the church, it was the church that proved to be hk most fonnid- 
ablc enemy and the stoutest imprfiraent to the success of the 
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Revolution. From youth Callcs had been anti-clerical, and, re- 
viewing history, he had convinced himself that the Roman Catho- 
lic church constituted “a perpetual menace to the Mexican state 
and a permanent obstacle to social progress.” He knew the full 
extent of its power over the peasantry. In his first year in office 
he wrote out a statement for the press in regard to his attitude 
to the church; ‘‘J am an enemy of the priestly class which con- 
siders its position in the light of privilege and not of evangeli- 
cal service, I am an enemy of the political priest who tries to 
keep our people submerged in ignorance, the priest who is allied 
with the landlord to exploit the peasant, and the priest who is 
allied with the employer to exploit the worker. I declare that I 
respect all religions and all creeds so long as their preachers do 
not meddle in our political conflicts, spurn our laws, and allow 
themselves to become tools of the powerful in the exploitation 
of the weak.” 

The showdown came in i$s 6 , when the Archbishop of Mexico 
declared in a public statement that the church did not and could 
not accept the religious provisions of the constitution of 1917. 
Callcs immediately instituted strengthening legislation to en- 
force those provisions as set forth in Articles 3 and 130. The 
clergy refused to obey that part of the constitution which limited 
their numbers and which forbade foreign priests from entering 
Mexico. In answer to their defiance, Calles began deporting 
foreign-born priests and num by the hundreds. Monasteries were 
turned into public schools. The church was deprived of legal 
standing; it could not make use of private property, real or 
personal. 

In retaliation, on July diirty-first, 1926, the church announced 
its refusal to hold any services whatsoever. The priestly sit-down 
strike continued for three years. Masses and christenings were 
bootlegged in private homes. But atmmittces of private citizens 
were made responsible by the government for keeping the 
chnxcbfti tia tfea. pt'Zjln- could ^ aod when the.^ 
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would, and never were they to be asked to contribute a centavo. 

A few ill-advised priests began to stir up fanaticism among 
the Indians. The most sensational of the protesting groups called 
themselves the Cristeros or “Men of Christ." They made depre- 
dations on rural schools, sometimes murdered innocent school 
teachers and covered their mangled bodies with crude banners 
proclaiming "Christ is King.” Their most spectacular display of 
banditry occurred in April of 1927 when they dynamited the 
Mexico-Guadalajara express and a hundred passengers were killed 
outright or burned to death. Priests caught with the vengeful 
mob declared they were there in the capacity of chaplains, not 
dynamiters. But Calles hustled six bishops across the border into 
Texas, and put a price on their heads if they dared to return. 

In the reprisals, several army generals took occasion to do 
some raiding on their own. They tore down images in churches 
and rode their horses defiantly up to the very altars. The excuse 
they gave for their shocking sacrilege was that the destruction 
of a saint’s statue before the eyes of the populace would prove 
that God did not care. They professed that their purpose was 
to cure the Indians of superstition instilled by the priests, to show 
them that God did not take the side of the clergy. Only by such 
drastic measures, they affirmed, could they break the spell laid 
upon the ignorant during four centuries of conversion and thrall- 
dom. Many priests had told the simple countryfolk that it was as 
sinful to be an agrarian as an adulterer. Now hordes of bewil- 
dered peasants decided to risk owning their own land, particu- 
larly since the saints did not seem to resent being broken into 
shards. 

The state of Tabasco, under pressure of the tempestuous radi- 
cal governor, Tomas Garrido Can^bal, closed its churches and 
made it virtually impossible for a Catholic priest to celebrate 
the rites of his church. The publidty-loving governor decreed 
that cin\y manttd men shooid be priests and diey must have 
passed their fortieth birthday. He shouted in public places there 
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were too many bastards at large already, that if tlic priests wanted 
offspring they must assume responsibility for their upbringing. 
A cry of furious Indignation arose against such implications as 
well as the indirect extinguishing of all priesthood in Tabasca 
But Garrido Canabal was unrelenting, and grinned as school 
children on their way home from school made a pastime of 
knocking out a brick or dblodging a stone from a village church 
that only yesterday had been a symbol of holy awe. 

Powerful foreign pressure was brought on Calles to soften his 
attitude toward the church. The Knights of Columbus reputedly 
sent a million dollars to help the Cristeros to keep the guerrilla 
warfare going. Some agencies accused Calles of wanting the 
religious belligerency prolonged to prove to the world his justifi- 
cation for harshness against religious orders. Imperialistic Wil- 
liam Randolph Hearst, who owned an extensive domain in north 
Mexico, mobilized his newspapers to call for intervention. United 
States oil men found themselves fired with such a sudden pious 
zeal that even Methodist and Baptists among them forgot their 
unreasonable antagonism to Roman Catholics and urged a holy 
crusade to save Mexico from the infidel. Something more sacred 
than sweet religion was being endangered— holy capital. But 
even with the world press against him, Calles would make no 
compromise. In the end the church had to come to terms with 
the government. Rome decreed that the clergy should register 
with the civil authorities. 

In his second year after taking office, Calles turned some atten- 
tion to foreign business Interests, and inaugurated his slogan 
“Mexico for Mexicans.” He proceeded to enforce certain anti- 
alien clauses of Article 27 and decreed that those who owned oil 
fields must exchange their titles for fifty-year leases. Sizzling but 
noble-wordcd notes from Washington were answered by cool, 
noble-worded notes from Mexico. Some American big business 
with capital invested in Mexico filled Washington’s administra- 
tion halls with lobbyists urging armed intervention on mundane 
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grounds. This %vas in the very heyday of Wall Street — 1926- 
1927— when the scwallcd vested interests could not conceive of 
any forces that could halt their sway. The Hearst papers went so 
far as to accuse four liberal United States senators of taking mil- 
lion-dollar bribes from Mexico’s government to prevent inter- 
vention. But the loud-mouthed cries for intervention of the Hon- 
orable Edward L. Doheny and the Honorable Albert B. Fall, 
protagonists in the oil scandals under Harding, acted as boomer- 
angs. United StatM public opinion said, “No intervention.” 

President Coolidge now did one of the most inspired acts of 
his prosaic life; he sent Dsvight W. Morrow to try sweet reason- 
ableness on the grim-jawed Callcs. It was an extraordinary choice, 
since Mr. Morrow was a partner in the House of Morgan and 
an avowed exponent of the capitalbdc system. Some Mexican 
leftists immediately labeled him a gilded debt collector. Yet no 
man could have made a more impressive success. Morrow was no 
trained diplomat, but he was a generously endowed human be- 
ing, possessing innate charm as well as tact. He was the first 
significant United States ambassador who endeavored to under- 
stand the Mexicans. He developed a genuine fondness for Mex- 
ico. He won the confidence and the friendship of President 
Calles, who had been strongly and-United States in his senti- 
ments, and at the same time he won the admiration of the gen- 
eral public because of his persuasive sympathy. He became sin- 
cerely interested in Callcs’s program. Over ham and eggs at 
breakfast at the Morrow house in Cuernavaca, informally, man 
to man, Calles and Morrow would discuss Hide incidents of daily 
living among the people as well as affairs of state. 

Calles was impressed with the ambassador’s uncommon recep- 
tivity as well as his integrity, intelligence, and genuine natural- 
ness. Morrow cared as Htde for precedent and protocol as did 
Calles. But he knew how to flatter far better. He invited the 
world’s most admired man of the hour, Charles Augustus Lind- 
bergh, to visit Mexico. And shortly came America’s most cn- 
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gaging personality, homespun Will Rogers, to help win friends. 

The radiation of hforrow’s good will warmed the republics of 
the southern continent clear to Tierra del Fuego. Though he was 
personally liked as no other Uiuted States envoy to Mexico had 
ever been, leftist liberals began to cry out warningly that he was 
beguiling Mexico out of the Rc\'olution. Within a few months 
after his arrival, Mr. Morrow’s gentle persuasion had been so 
effective that the Mexican supreme court pronounced the Calles 
oil legislation unconstitutional. Aliens who possessed land before 
1917 were to retain full rights of ownership, with all the subsoil 
wealth. 

hforrow remained as ambassador for three years, ever taking 
an unfeigned interest in Mexican affairs and bringing the two 
countries much closer together. But when he departed Plutarco 
Calles could no longer be called a socialist. He had become more 
and more conservative as he became richer. He had built him- 
self a glittering white mansion with a vast front window two 
stories high, not far from the charming ancient house Morrow 
had bought In Cuernavaca. Not only had he become a wealthy 
landlord, but many of his ministers and associates garnered 
greater fortunes, as reassured foreign capital poured into the re- 
public. The street in Cuernavaca where some of them built 
sumptuous summer homes became known to the wags as “Ali 
Baba Street” and the “Street of the Millionaire Socialists.” 

But the full flowering of the Calles metamorphosis did not 
come \mtil after his term of office was over. As the end of his 
term came near, Calles decided that no one was so well qualified 
to be his successor as Obregon, who had remained completely 
outside politics during the Calles incumbency. So the constitu- 
tion Was changed whereby Obregon could again become presi- 
dent, with the terra of office iengthenoi from four to six years. 

One cogent reason for Callcs’s final conciliatory attitude tosvard 
the oil men, on the advice of hforrow, was that he feared the 
United States might throw support to some candidate not of his 
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choice. On the announcement that Obrcg6n would again stand 
for president, two opportunist generals promptly plotted coups 
d'Stat, but they were captured and promptly executed. Because 
the traditional military revolts were nipped in their incipience, 
Obregon was the only candidate. In late June he was re-elected. 
But the foreshadowed spectacle of Callcs and Obregon forever 
offering the presidency to each other was dramatically and swiftly 
dissolved. On July seventeenth, while dining with friends at a 
restaurant in San Angel, Obregon was shot to death by a seedy 
young artist who approached him on pretense of doing a free- 
hand sketch of him. The entire truth of the assassination has 
never come to light. The young killer was a Catholic fanatic, 
named Jos6 dc Leon Total, and a nun was accused of being the 
direct instigator of the crime. High-up churchmen hinted that 
some of Obregdn’s own comrades at table sent a few extra bullets 
into his body for good measure. A fesv even accused Callcs of 
shedding crocodile tears as he walked bareheaded and unescorted 
in the funeral procession. Certainly, the death of Obregdn left 
Callcs the undisputed Big Man of Mexico. However genuine bis 
grief for Obregon, it was doubtless tempered by hk realization 
that in the whole broad Mexican landscape there was none now 
of his caliber. Yet it k something without parallel in Mexican 
annals that these two Strong Men, whether they really liked each 
other personally or not, had remained loyal since the first year 
Calles served under Obregdn in batde. 

Not only in his obvious loyalty to Obregon had Calles been 
unusual in the Mcjucan chronicle^ but he now refused to let him- 
self be drafted for re-election. Hk enemies said it was because 
he did not dare throw suspicion on himself as the real destroyer 
of Obregon. When he called the state governors and generals to 
a conference and the generals were speculating among themselves 
and smacking their lips over prospects, Calles announced posi- 
tively that there would never be another caudUto. The end had 
come for chiefs and military dictators, he said. Mexico was ready 
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for democracy. For president, Callcs proposed the name of a 
lawyer from Tamaulipas, Emilio Fortes Gil. It proved as satisfy- 
ing 2 compromise choice to all rides as could have been made 
at the time. Callcs retired to ostensibly private life; but, imlikc 
Obregon, he took a psychic position directly behind the presi- 
dential chair and for the next six years, during a succession of 
three presidents, he played the proverbial role of the power be- 
hind the throne. Whatever may have been Calles's real intentions 
of retiring into private iif^ the political machine he had created 
could not function without him. From his villa in Cuernavaca 
he pulled strings in the capital and spoke words that came out 
of presidential lips. His cohorts would not let the jeje maxima 
retire. Whether he was still essential to his country can be end- 
lessly debated. That he was indbpensable in his own four years 
of administration is not to be doubted by any who read the 
records without prejudice. If the faul bullets had gone into 
Calles instead of Obregdn, the judgment of history would have 
been emphatically favorable to Calles, even though he was never 
beloved by the populace. Continuing to dictate from behind the 
scenes for almost seven more years, the stars in his historical 
crown dropped out one by one, and the luster of his early achieve- 
ments for Mexico became tarnished by subsequent events. 



22. Three Mouthpieces and a Six- Year Plan 

“Whatever the eaute, the idealists who fight 
for the under dog always end by fighting one 
another for the place of upper dog" 

}05E KUEEN ROMEKO 

Callcs not only gained tremendous prestige by declining further 
tenure of the presidential chair, but he broke all precedents by 
being Mexico’s first political boss who was not the chief executive. 
The lawyer, Emilio Fortes Gil, whom Calles had tranquilly 
manipulated into office, had headed the Calles cabinet as minister 
of Interior. He was a politician of ability as well as contradictions. 
It so happened that in taking advice or orders from Calles he 
was not compromising with his principles, because he and Calles 
still saw virtually eye to eye at the time. Early in bis career Fortes 
Gil showed uncommon promise. Like Calles, he had been a 
school teacher in his teens. Later, as a rising young attorney, he 
became a reformer in his native state and fought convincingly 
for the rights of peasants and labor. From hu youth he was an 
ardent practicing prohibitionist, who once amazed the tipsy at 
a political banquet flowing with champagne by rising and deliv- 
ering a passionate temperance speech. A stout opposcr of the 
church’s influence in politics and education, it was he who put 
the sharpest teeth into anii-clcrical legislation. He had the shrewd- 
ness to draw the obregonistas and callistas closer together so that 
a new political party could be formed into a permanent organ- 
ization which would consolidate the powers of the ruling clique. 
With Callcs’s aid he drew into the organization every significant 
political organization in the country, except the Communist 
Party. 
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In May, 1929, at a national revolutionary convention at 
Qucrctaro, Calles organized ttc Partido Nacional Revoludonmo, 
known as PNR. Its announced purpose was to break forever the 
supremacy of the army in Mexican politics, and it purported to 
revive the era instituted by Madero, “Apostle of Mexican Democ- 
racy,” and “to lay foundations for civilian regimes of peace and 
liberty in the nation.” The principles were declared to be social- 
democratic, much like those of the most potent party in the 
Scandinavian countries. But the organization was undemocratic 
in that an airtight system was established by which the govern- 
ment in power could absolutely control elections. 

Besides the formation of this powerful political organization, 
two events of special significance took place in the short regime 
of Fortes Gil: On June twenty-ninth, 1929, church bells rang out 
again for regular service for the first time in three years, when the 
clergy gave up their sit-down strike; and the federation of labor, 
CROM, lost its ofEcial protection. Fortes Gil deliberately backed 
the unions that had maintained their independence, until he 
broke the power of CROM’s dictator, blatant, squash-bellied Lub 
Moroncs, former plumber and electrician. 

Morones is one of those incredible cinematic characters who 
make noisy splashes in Mexican social life. For some sixteen years 
he was the chief dynamo in the labor movement. He took the 
lead in 1918 when CROM was formed. Possessing native cun- 
ning as well as political sens^ he had the energy to project his 
personality and his ideas. When Obregon ran for president, 
Morones formed the Labor Party to support him. Later, Callcs 
and Moroncs had backed each other, and Calks had elevated 
him to a cabinet post. As the revolutionary caUistas emerged into 
“millionaire socialists,” Mwoncs followed his betters’ lead and 
became a millionaire proletarian. He learned to be a sharp, hard 
trader. He was alleged to make industrialists respea his ability 
to forestall strikes. He bought estates, apartment houses, a hotel. 
He invested in stocks and bonds in his own name and that of 
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friends. He developed a penchant for glittering motor cars and 
a passion for diamonds that equaled Peggy Joyce’s, but he wore 
his %vith less grace. 

For relaxation from the proletarian grind, he built himself a 
suburban pleasure palace at TIamplan, lush with luxury, and 
complete with, fronton. His week-end parries with their spiced 
foods, heady wines, and lusdous girls became notorious. Tired, 
old-rich business men mingled genially with tired new-rich 
proletarians on the spreading silken couches and in the imperial 
swimming bath. Morones’s henchmen learned that what was 
sauce for the upper classes was sauce for the top underdogs. 

At labor meetings, however, when the sad-eyed, flat-bellied 
workers would scowl at Morones’s flashing diamonds, he would 
defend himself with a wink and a laugh. “I do this just to show 
those bastard bourgeois that we laborers can wear diamonds too.” 
When they glanced with oblique accusation at his long, shiny 
•automobiles, he would plead, “Would you believe more in tof 
sincerity if I came on burro back?” 

But the stench of corruption grew so offensive that great blocks 
of the union men did quit believing in his sincerity. In fact, they 
came to think that the silk-sbirtcd leader was leagued with their 
employers to keep them in their lowly places, even though in 
earlier years he certainly did achieve shorter hours, better wages, 
and somcAvhat better working conditions for the factory toilers. 
Some began to put their faith in the flamboyant Moroncs assist- 
ant, a refined, intellectual young man, physically slight and some- 
what ascetic looking, but one who could turn into flame in public 
speech. Since 1926 he had been the Moroncs one-man brain trust 
in CROM. Hb name was Vicente Lombardo Tolcdano. He was 
bom in the town of TezuiUan in Puebla on July sixteenth, 1894. 
Hb grandfather had come &om Italy in 1850, and made a small 
fortune in copper. No man in Mexico was better educated. Vicente 
earned a degree in law, and afterwards became a master of arts 
and a doctor of philosophy. Now, while he worked with Moroncs, 
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he was concurrently professor of law and philosophy at the Na- 
tional University, ^tween these oddly contrasted key men, labor 
began choosing sides secretly before there was an open split in 
J933, the year in whidt Lombardo Toledano was ousted from 
his professorship for his radical preachments. In the regime of 
Cardenas, the ex-plumber Moroncs was to suffer total eclipse, 
while the scholar was to rise higher than any labor leader In 
Latin America. 

The last es'cnt of significance in the Portes Gil administration 
was the temporary obscuration of the erudite Jose Vasconcclos, 
one of the strangest anomalies in Mexico’s vast gallery of para- 
doxes. It was Vasconcelos who had first recognized the dynamic 
abilities of the youthful Lombardo Toledano and who had made 
him director of the National Preparatory School, an extraordi- 
nary honor for one in his tsventies. It was Vasconcelos who, as 
Obregon's secretary of education, organized Mexico’s ministry of 
education, and who made his influence felt throughout the entire 
South American continent It was he who divided the department 
of education into three sections: Schools, libraries, and fine arts. 
It was he who stimulated native painting and secured the first 
government commissions for the great muralists, Rivera and 
Orozco, who were to keep revolutionary ideals before the people 
and to bring the art of Mexico to international prestige. Vas- 
concclos had a touch of genius, but, as with many other geniuses, 
his sense of reality was often vague. But whatever his failings and 
his surprising reversah in political ideology, he unquestionably 
helped "to mold the future of a race.” 

^rn on February twenty-eighth, 1882, in Oaxaca — the native 
state of Ju 5 rez and Diaz — Jose Vasconcclos early revealed his 
brilliance as lawyer, writer and public servant. At the beginning 
of his career he was considered an ardent socialist, and he lec- 
tured convincingly against "the two social plagues— great estates 
and military dictatorships.” He actively attacked political corrup- 
tion, and at the risk of his life he openly opposed Callcs, when 
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the jefe maximo assumed extraordinary powers. He proclaimed 
the Callcs dictatorship more intolerable than that of Diaz, and 
he attacked commercial and industrial aggression from the 
United States. He warned the nation against the beguilement of 
Dwight Morrow. When Callcs selected a mild conservative 
named Pascual Ortiz Rubio, a former ambassador to Brazil, to 
succeed Fortes Gil, Vasconedos ran agmnst him as an “anti-rc- 
elcctionbt” candidate. Because of his wide popularity with the 
masses, to whom he had distributed copies of the classics, Vas- 
concclos fully expected to be elected. A poor man, who made 
his living entirely by scholarship, he paid his campaign expenses 
by the unprecedented expedient of charging admission to the 
halls where he spoke. He made exciting use of Callcs’s phrase, 
“Mexico for the Mexicans,” and everywhere mined away crowds. 
Yet when the official results were announced the widely-known 
Vasconcelos was allotted twenty thousand votes to the virtually 
unknown Ortiz Rubio's million plus. 

Believing that eighty-five per cent of the Mexican people were 
really with him, Vasconcelos lingered in Sonora and then crossed 
into Texas to wait Cor the revolution that would put him in 
power. But there was no uprising whatever, and Vasconcelos 
found himself Mexico’s most distinguished exile- The puling mob 
had let him down. He became bitter and cynical. Then gradually 
he seemed to rev’amp his whole political philosophy. He emerged 
into a kind of Catholic mystic. The story of his metamorphosis 
he has told with utter frankness in a many-volumed autobiogra- 
phy which will doubtless live as one of Mexico’s great works of 
literature. 

The regime of Ortiz Rubio was notable chiefly because it was 
conducted by telephone from Callcs’s gleaming villa in Cuerna- 
vaca. Under Ortiz Rubio the Revolution went definitely back- 
ward. Four months after his inauguration, in February, 1930? 
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Callcs announced the failure of the agrarian program and his own 
renunciation of it The news was a bombshell to many a liberal. 
Callcs was branded turncoat. But no doubt he was as honest in 
his reasoned convictions as Dwaghi Kforrow had been in point- 
ing out the bad features of the plan. Production of essentia! food- 
stuffs had decreased, Calles said, because of the careless inef- 
fideney of the peasant proprietors. The large-production planta- 
tions were the only ones that really paid off to the good of the 
national economy. 

“The happiness of the peasants cannot be assured,” the “Iron 
Man” nosv declared, “by giving them a patch of land, if they 
lack the preparation and the necessary elements to cultivate 
it. . . . On the eontrarj', this road will carry us to disaster, be- 
cause wx are anting pretensions and fomenting laziness.” He 
pointed out the great number of c/rdor in which the land was 
not cultivated afta it had been given to the people. "Still it is 
proposed to enlarge the eitJos; why?" he demanded bluntly. 

So redistribution of land stopped under Ortiz Rubio. Callcs 
had his way about cs’crylhing else. Cabinet ministers and foreign 
diplomats found it more expedient and conclusive to drive to 
Cuernavaca than to call on President Ortiz Rubio at the National 
Palace. The president chafed helplessly under the neglect and the 
jibes of the press and the music-hall comedians. Fuming with 
indignation at a rank slight to his authority, he determined to 
assert himself. He removed some of Callcs's conBdential officials. 
Whaeupon the Big Boss promptly annoimccd the resignation 
of the president. Ortiz Rubio was thunderstruck to read of it in 
the newspapa at breakfast. He choked svith rage. Then his trem- 
bling hand reflectively rubbed the jaw that had recently been 
injured by a would-be assassin’s missile. By the time the first 
interviewCT arrived he had come to a decision. He confirmed 
Callcs's announcement. Shortly afterward he left for the less 
strenuous precincts of New York City to recover from the execu- 
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tivc grind. “Being president of Mexico is a very, very trying and 

exhausting business,” he told a metropolitan reporter. 

To finish out the last two years of Ortiz Rubio’s term, Calles 
selected a practical business man. Abclardo Rodriguez was 
youngish, robust, energetic. He had been a professional baseball 
player and a revolutionary general. He was a proprietor of 
notoriously successful gambling joints near the California border. 
He was also a banker and a multi-millionaire. As his business 
associate he had made a neat little fortune for Calles. As a state 
governor and a cabinet minister he had proved an able admin- 
istrator. On the whole, the Rodriguez regime was prosperous. 
Commerce expanded, real estate boomed. With the 1930 govern- 
mental swing to the right, reassured foreign capital had poured 
in. Labor activities were halted or shushed. The watchword now 
was, “Foreign capital must not be molested or frightened.” 

President Rodriguez took up polo, spent much time with alien 
capitalists on the golf links, laughed at being known as “the 
country-club president.” But underneath the playboy surface he 
kept his eye on the ball of public sentiment. And in his last half 
year in office, when he saw the gathering resentment against some 
of the more obvious reactionary moves, he discounted the menace 
by a sudden reversion to his original revolutionary inclinations. 
He summarily revived land distribution. All the “stop” laws of 
Ortiz Rubio were discarded — ^and the road for more ejtdos was 
cleared. In the brief period from February twentieth to July 
thirty-first, 1934, almost eighty-two thousand heads of families 
received land. Twenty million pesos were turned over to the 
National Bank of Agricultural Credit to assist the ejtditarios to 
get a decent start. 

Many liberals consider that the best thing Rodriguez did was 
to appoint a young leftist lawyer named Narciso Bassols minister 
oi edvcstion, BassoJs looked at edixstian scientifically. He re- 
garded the Indian’s school work as valuable in improving his 
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economic life, lie undertook to educate the parentj of children 
at the same time. He acquainted them with the new t)'pes of 
agticultutal and industrial activities that would bring with them 
the powibility of a new standard of living, an "indHjKnsablc 
requisite if llie Indbn is ever to emerge from his traditional 
misery." 

Before Bassols, Catles had directed his attention chiedy to anti* 
clerical influence in primary schools. Bassols insisted that second- 
ary schools should Ixr taken from the Influence of the church. 
On his advice, in December, 1932, President Rodriguez decreed 
that all education in secondary schools should be secular. 

The Archbishop of Mexico straightway announced that “all 
parents must hcKby refrain from sending ilteir cluldren to the 
lay secondary schools." Despite his power, the order was not 
carried out. The majority of students continued to attend the 
state Khools. The clergy fotight furiously to discredit Bassols’ 
work. Tliey attacked his sexalled "sexual education," and created 
such a furore (hat In the end they did force his resignation. 
Bassols txlievcJ that children should be taught the "facts of life" 
in an intelligent and decent svay. He deplored the thousands of 
illegal abortions and the quantities of illegitimate children born 
to girls in their early teens, because out of religious scruples the 
parents had kept them in ignorance. Tlic sexual education svas 
hardly more than a course in physiology and hygiene. But whis- 
pered tales were blosvn into horror stories. It was rumored that 
men teacliers made a practice of seducing little girls to teach 
them by laboratory mcthoil!. Some declared that boys and girls 
were stripped like artists’ models while the teachers lectured on 
bodily functions. Others claimed that cocks and hens were 
brought into the schoolroom for demonstration. 

Though none of the outrageous stories could be proved, and 
it was always someone else's child to whom something had hap- 
pened, a wave of fanatical excitement swept over the parents. 
Mothers dragged ibeir offspring from the seboolhouses, broke 
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windows, attacked teachers who were forced to flee from their 
fury. The hysteria won out. In May, 1934, the parents’ association 
instigated a strike among the children. Bassols resigned, and was 
immediately elevated to the position of minister of interior. 
Though seemingly the work ^ Bassols In education had been 
sabotaged by his enemies, lus name will live as that of one of 
the advanced forces in Latin American education. 

After a decade’s supreme command, Calles was astute enough 
to foresee that he must play a trump card dramatically if he were 
still to continue prc<mincnt in the game. He played it at the 
PNR convention which met at Queretaro In December, 1933. 
“The time has come,” he said, “to formulate a detailed plan of 
action for the period covered by the next sU-year presidential 
term.” 

When the convention opened, some of the leftists took stock 
of the agrarian achievement In the two decades since Madero, 
less than twenty million acres had been distributed to the villages. 
Over three hundred million acres still belonged to hacendaios 
and ranchetos. Eighty per cent of this belonged to the estates of 
more than two thousand five hundred acres. Half of Mexico was 
still owned by two thousand families. The Revolution was lost 
in a quagmire. The left-wingers decided the time had come to 
rescue it, clean it up, and set it on the road again. Sniffing the 
prevailing local wind which carried an unmistakable scent of 
Russia, Calles determined to make concessions in such a way 
that he himself would seem to be the inspirer of all new good 
to his people. He conceived the idea of a “Six-Year Plan.” The 
very term subdy implied something to go beyond the com- 
munuts’ working dream' that promised so much at the end of 
five years. 

Though the plan was something for the underprivileged to 
tic their hopes to, yet it was reassuring to the conservatives. For 
Calles proclaimed it would be a program “based on calculations. 
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on jlatijtics, on the lessons of experiences.” “We must study what 
we can accomplish,” he said, “given the possibilities of our 
budgets and our reality.” And he roundly denounced “more 
criminal radical programs that make social experiments at tlie 
expense of the masses’ hunger.” 

The crux of the plan was a state-directed national economy, 
with state arbitration in labor disputes. Labor was to receive nesv 
benefits, but business was to be protected. Cooperatives were to 
be fostered. Tlic section on agrarian reform was broad. The dis- 
tribution of land and water rights was to be continued “until 
the neols of the rural population were satisfied." Everybody of 
good will in the republic was to benefit by it. All in all, the plan 
was an extremely cles-cr conception. 

But in committee the plan had gone much farther to the left 
than Calles had intended. Kosvever, (ike Carranza in regard to 
(he radial 1917 constitution, Calles had little notion that its speci* 
fiatiom would be carried out wholly. 

In the choke for a new president, Calles ralizcd that he had 
to please the left wing. After the last few yars of the ribbing 
of “the millionaire socialists,” Calles knew that the ne.xt antli- 
dale must be “a poor man's choice.” He bad to be a man who 
had fouglil well in the revolutionary forces, who was liked by 
the army olEcers, one who was not wdl-todo, one who appealed 
to farmers and laborers alike, and one who could not be labeled 
a Calles stooge. 

Thifty-cight-)-caf-old Lizaro Cardenas, a man known for his 
honesty and humanitarian principles, fitted the specifiations. As 
governor of his native state of Michoacin, General Cardenas had 
pleased the masses by his handling of land reform and by his 
educational program. In 1930 he had been made president of 
PNR. Then Calles had chosen him for two cabinet posts in 
quick succession, and he had proved uncommonly able in both- 
He was popular with hU fellow officers. Despite an intense vital- 
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ity, he was quiet mannered and gravely stmpdiico. Cardenas was 

the choice. 

There was at least one man in Mexico who took the “Six-Year 
Plan” in profound earnest. That was L5zaro Cardenas. He made 
his public pronouncement: “The agrarian program will be com- 
pletely solved. Aid will be given for the organization of the 
United Front of Labor so that the raising of the standard of 
living may become a reality. The educational program needed 
by the masses will be carried out And, in short, there will be 
realized in its totality the doctrine for which General Callcs has 
been fighting, to make hfexico a strong and responsible country. 
Throwing the credit to Callcs flattered the Big Boss and to a 
degree fooled him, though it was merely Cardenas’s tactful way 
of urging Callcs to return to his earlier socialistic attitude. 

Politically, the nomination of Cardenas could not have been 
better calculated to please the party and the populace. Of course, 
the election was in the bag. There could be no opposition to 
Callcs’s shrewdly conceived and manipulated PNR with its pres- 
ent radiant program. But no sooner was the nomination of 
Cardenas a fact than that amazing fellow rushed off on a terrific 
seven-month campaign tour, as if he were running against the 
devil and Porfirio Diaz himself in league with the United States 
government. By train, by car, by muleback, and afoot he covered 
eighteen thousand miles — some admirers say twenty-five thou- 
sand. He sought out villages so remote that it was hard to find 
their trail. He asked questions, Iblcned to requests and prayers. 
He gave advice. “What arc your needs? Of land, of water, of 
schooling, of seed, of roads, of physicians?” He made manifold 
promises. “If it is possible,” he said solemnly, “I shall give you 
what you require.” 

Some of the people looked upon this man with the burning 
eyes, the hearing cars, the homely eloquence, as the new messiah. 
By his complexion and earthy knowledge he was one of them, 
he spoke their language, but never had they seen his like. Some 
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of them had heard rich speeches before, but never words with 
such licart-striking sincerity. Here was a leader worth the follow- 
ing. He had given them a sudden faith in themselves and in their 
government. He made them feel citizens aheady. 

At first Calles smiled wryly at such tumultuous outpouring of 
energy. Perhaps it was good for young Cardenas to let ol! steam 
before getting into harness. Let him dash over the broad pastures 
and through the wood-lots and feel his oats. After the inaugura- 
tion would come the time for breaking, for that smooth, steel- 
gripped handling of which Calles was past-master. But yet— 
Tlierc was flickering foreboding in Callcs's calculating brain. He 
might have a little trouble with a man who had learned so much 
about a svhoJe nation’s outer and inner Ji/e, Sometimes knowl- 
edge is a dangerous source of poss'cr, and Ldzaro Cardenas knew 
more about Medians and hfexico than any other man alive. But 
Calles did not dream that Cardenas really meant every word he 
said, without a scintilla of tiie customary discount on Mexican 
rhetoric. The modest man from Michoacin was both too forth- 
right and too subtle for the Big Boss. 

Elected in July, 1934, Cardenas was inaugurated on the last 
day of November. He did not demur when the old dictator 
selected for him a cabinet which included five Calles supporters 
and his own son Rodolfo. During his first weeks in office Cdr- 
denas listened with polite attention to the Big Boss’s advice. The 
wealthy calUstas went on svith their play and their business, with 
easy minds. And then they woke op to the fact that Cardenas 
was in earnest about the agrarian program. He even laid a vigor- 
ous finger on the acreage of some of them. He had the temerity 
to padlock the lucrative gambling saloons of others. To some 
factory strikers he dared to say, “More power to you, men! Strike! 
Unite!” 

Calles warned him he was going too far. When Cardenas 
would not scare or be intimidated by telephone, Calles pointedly 
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held court at Cuernavaca with some powerful senators. He con- 
demned Cardenas’s attitude towards strikers, and casually men- 
tioned the resignation of Ortiz Rubio. Cardenas struck back so 
swiftly that he staggered the diicf. He threw out the Callcs cabi- 
net and put in a new one predominantly for broad reform. Yet 
he was smart enough to choose for his secretary of agriculture 
a flaming reactionary and a passionate Catholic devotee, old Gen- 
eral Saturnino Ccdillo, who had risen from rags to feudal riches. 
Ccdillo placated the clergy and temporarily stilled the privileged 
groups. The plausible Portes Gil aided Cardenas greatly in switch- 
ing calUstas in the Cdrdcnas group. Important ofScials stopped 
driving to Cuernavaca to take orders or pay court. The desertion 
turned into a stampede. Mexicans of high integrity blushed for 
their politicians’ shameful haste and hypocritical servility. 

The Iron Man was utterly unprepared for such a reversal. 
His bluff had never been called before. He fell ill. He went to 
California for medical care, and lay abed in a Catholic hospital 
and was tenderly nursed by nuns. After six months he felt strong 
enough to return to the capital and reclaim his power. He 
brought the discredited Luis Morones with him. But Cardenas 
had everything under control. Callcs’s only recourse now was to 
call his presidential choice a communist, as he himself had been 
called bolshevik in his time. The old revolutionary cried out for 
the nation to beware of the radicals. He urged workers to sup 
port the diaraond-splur^g Morones and “conservative labor 
unions.’’ Cardenas remained wrapped in a mystical and dynamic 
silence. 

When the Mcxico-Vcra Cruz train was dynamited and thirteen 
passengers were killed, the callistas were blamed. A mass demon- 
stration before the National Pabce demanded the exile of Callcs. 
Cardenas decided it would be best for the country’s health if the 
old chief were on alien ground. One April night at his ranch, 
as Gsllcs lay propped up in bed recuperating from influenza, 
svearing black silk pajamas and iwding Mein Kampf, he looked 
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up from his book to sec a general an<I thr« soldiers standing in 
his room. He wondered if he were to be taken before a firing 
squad. But he was bundled off to the nearest airport. In the dawn 
of a Texas April his plane landed at Brownsville. Unshaven, 
his mustache ragged, his complexion greenish, Calles stepped 
out into exile. The Iron Man of Mexico looked so broken that 
the reporters who approached were oddly tongue-tied. “I am 
exiled," Calles announced Wtterly, “because I opposed attempts 
to implant a dictatorship of the proletariat." But nothing he had 
to say mattered much now. 



FART NINE 


REDEEMER OF FORGOTTEN MEN 


23. The Way of the Redeemer Is Hard 

’’But if any other things oppose thee, go on 
according to thy powers with due eontidera- 
th», J(eeping to that which appears to he just. 
For it it best to reach thit object, and if thou 
dost fail, let thy failure be in attempting this. 
He tuho follows reason in all things it both 
tranquil and active at the tame time, and alto 


Though he U an avid reader, it may be doubted that C&rdenas 
ever read Seneca. Yet across the ages he seems to have appropri- 
ated a leaf from the stoic’s book. "Wwild you rise in the world?” 
Seneca said. “Then you must work while others amuse them- 
selves. Are you desirous of a reputation for courage? You must 
risk your life. Would you be strong morally and physically? You 
must resist temptations. All this is paying in advance; that is 
prospective finance. Observe the other side of the picture; the 
bad things are paid for afterwards.” 

Ldzaro Cardenas was born one of eight children into a poor 
but wcll-thought-of mestizo family in the little town of Jiqullpan, 
hfichoacin, on May twenty-first, 1895. In 1895, the acme of the 
Golden Age of Diaz, his birthplace was a typical Mexican small 
town, without benefit of physician or sewer or mill to grind 




302 Timeless Mexico 

meal for the tortillas. Water for drinking and washing had to 
be carried from the one well in the plaza. But the Cirdcnascs 
were not peons. The father, Ddmaso, was among the four per 
cent of Mexicans who owned land- His tract, however, was small 
and rocky. But Jjcre, svitJi bu own horse and a wooden pJosv, he 
grew the family corn. Besides, he ran a small grocery shop where 
drugs also were sold. And to add to the meager budget, he once 
operated a one-table poolroom. 

Lazaro was a serious child who took to book-learning with 
curiosity and diligence. Though not a general favorite with his 
playmates in the town school because of his grave temperament, 
he was looked upon quite naturally as a leader. Legend repeat- 
edly tells how his schoolmaster, a liberal in advance of his time, 
predicted he would some day be governor of Michoacan. LSzaro’s 
formal schooling stopped at the equivalent of the sLxtb grade, 
when he was eleven, at the very age at which JuSrez’s began. The 
primary school did not go beyond the sixth year, and there was 
no secondary school in JtquHpan. His father could not afford to 
send him away to study for a career. So he got him employment 
with the proprietor of the town’s printing shop, a politico who 
was also the district tax collector. L&zaro’s daily wage was half 
a peso. The two jobs of printer’s devil and helper in the tax office 
gave the lad his initiation into the arcana of Mexican politics. 
Noting his alert, eager mind, his employer lent him books and 
periodicals. He became an inveterate reader, and at sixteen he was 
writing for a liberal newspaper called El Popular devoted to 
Madcro and the maderista cause. At eighteen he was appointed 
town jailer, but he was too honest to make anything out of the 
potentially lucrative sinecure. Soon he determined to join a guer- 
rilla band against the usurping Victoriano Huerta, who had 
killed Madcro. Lizaro gave his sole prisoner a gun and took him 
along for company. 

Young Cardenas’s promotions were as swift as his own forced 
marches. His habit of early riring served him well in battle, for 
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he u-as expert at what hfcxicatu call *‘tlawning”--surpri5ing the 
enemy at dawn before they are aw*ake. In lcs$ than a year he waj 
a captain of cavalry under Obreg6n- Moved by Villa’s flaming 
championship of ilie common people, Cardenas took a significant 
portion of hU cavalry over to him in January, 1915, and was made 
a lieutcnant<o]oncL Two months later he reappraised Villa and 
took some five hundred of his men over to General Calles, who 
made him a full colonel. He lacked some svccks of being twenty. 

At the time that he switched between the constitutionalist army 
and the forces of Villa, both were fighting against the common 
enemy Huerta. When Obregdn became president in 1920 he cle« 
s-ated the twenty-fivc-year-old Cardenas to brigadier-genera! and 
made him provisional governor of his home state, Micboacan. 
It was a wondrous rise for a small tosvn boy with only a sixth* 
grade eduation. In the intervening years be had been entnuted 
with important military posts in Tehuantepec and Guanajuato, 
and for three years he was chief of military operations in Huas* 
teca, the jungle coastal region where a gigantic oil boom was in 
full swing. 

In his movement about Mexico, young Cardenas had seen his 
countrymen in all their humilbting poverty. He had lived where 
there were no schoob, no medical aid, and where many existed 
touch-and-go with starvation. In Huasteca the contrast between 
the foreign oil men’s pleasant, wcll-saeencd houses on the hills 
and the workers’ sodden huts on the pcstiJenUal swamp edges 
made a scaring impression on him. "Why is it not the right of 
every man of any race to have an adequate shelter to call home?” 
he asked himself. 

The contempt of the white forcignen for the dark-skinned 
Mexicans also burned into his souL Not that the managers weren’t 
most polite to the military commander of Huasteca. They were 
so delighted to have him among them that he had hardly un- 
packed when a brisk oflicial came to pay his respects and, for a 
calling card, left a handsome new Packard as a gift. It was just 
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an old oil-company custom to welcome nesv commanding ofEccrs 
with shiny cars — as insurance that the docile workers would re- 
main unprotesting. Cardenas's aides were enchanted wnih the 
Packard and voluble in its praise. (At the time he possessed only 
a wheezing jalopy, an ancient, second-hand Hudson.) They 
choked with disappointment when the commander coolly de- 
clined the car. A few days later their hopes rose again — the jalopy 
sputtered its last and was done for forever. The Packard svas 
offered again. Like boys begging for a pony, his aides urged their 
young chief to take it. Again he declined. He purchased a demo- 
cratic Dodge on the installment plan. 

Foreign capitalists learned early in his career that Lazaro 
CSidenas could not be bought. Mexican politicians and citizens, 
rich and poor, learned, too, that he was never to be swerved from 
principle or purpose. He fint gained his reputation for honesty 
when he repaid a loan of 20,000 pesos which the business men of 
Vera Cruz had made to help General Obregon. This was con- 
sidered most tinconventional behavior. But he caused downright 
consternation among the military when he remrned to the pay- 
master general 93,000 pesos out of the 100,000 allowed him for 
“extraordinary military expenditures.” By returning the unspent 
portion he implied he could be loyal without the traditional gen- 
eral’s fee for loyalty. 

Six years after he had served the brief term as provisional gov- 
ernor of his home state, Cardenas ran for the office and was 
elected by a big popular majority. He was now thirty-one. As 
governor of Michoacan he carried out with vigor the agrarian 
program of the Revolution, giving land to the Indians according 
to the prescription. When the wealthy hacendados would promise 
him all sorts of things if he would spare their property, he would 
reply quietly, “It is my duty to carry out the ideals of the Revolu- 
tion.” In an effort to save her estates, a beautiful and fascinating 
Mexican lady who had married a Spanish marques crossed the 
ocean and sought an interview with the young governor. She 
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was received with grim courtesy. Highly intelligent as well as 
charming, the marquesa talked with convincing ardor for two 
hours, pointing out advantages to the workers and to the national 
economy if Cardenas would let her keep her land. She had con- 
structive plans, she would do this and that for the workers, 
she insisted. Throughout the interview Cardenas answered every 
argument with the same sentence, “It is not the idea of the Rev- 
olution.” Sometimes he spoke indistinctly, looking off. Some- 
times he looked at her with direct candor and spoke forcibly. 
But always tlic same refrain: “It is not the idea of the Revolu- 
tion." The lady had less effect on Cardenas than the dubiously 
glamorous Princess Salm-Salm, pleading for the life of Maxi- 
milian, had had on Juarez. She was left the hadtnda house and 
barns and some three hundred and thirty acres. The tens of thou- 
sands of acres went to the men who had worked the land. The 
marquesa hates “that stubborn peon," as she calls him, to this 
day. 

Not only did Cirdenas give land to the peasants, but he en- 
couraged and advised them in person. He armed the new small 
holders and taught them to defend themselves against the “white 
guards” of the haciendas. He dinned accusations into the cars 
of the wcll-todo estate owners: “Don’t you know it is the duty 
of the rich and the fortunate to help the poor?" 

Uplifting the Indian became the supreme purpose of Cardenas’s 
life. He made trips into umraveled parts of his native state. 
Squatting before their humble huts with the Indians, he listened 
to their needs. Breaking all precedents, he was extremely accessi- 
ble. The lowliest might come to the governor’s mansion to pre- 
sent hb case. Cardenas gave a new impetus to education. He 
emboldened labor to demand and get better wages and living 
conditions. He brought running water to villages. What he did 
to help the “forgotten men" in his home state he was to do on 
a large scale six years later for the whole of Mexico. 

When his term of governorship was up and he was off to 
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Puebla to take the post of military commander, Cardenas had 
to borrow money for the journey. He had not squandered his 
salary on himself; he had given it away to those whose needs 
were urgent. An infinitesimal portion of it he had spent on court- 
ship. For at thirty-three he had fallen in love with a sixteen- 
year-old girl from his home state. She was Amalia Solorzano, 
and she came of a good, middle-class family of some means. 
Very pretty, demure in manner, but uncommonly independent 
in her thinking, she was being educated in a convent in Mexico 
City. Her parents, who opptKed the match at first, considered 
jicr safe with the nuns. Because convents were operated against 
the law, however, the bewildered sisters did not dare. refuse to 
let Cirdenas come to call, for fear he would padlock the nun- 
nery. They were afraid, too, to intercept the love letters that 
passed between them. When the nuns would deny Amalia some 
privilege, she could say, “If Lizaro should hear of thisi” and the 
poor women could only cross themselves repeatedly and grant 
her request. Shonly before his nomination for the presidency the 
pair were married. 

The early-rising, hard-working Cardenas had not reached his 
fortieth birthday when he was inaugurated president of Mexico. 
His idol Madcro was the only other important Mexican who be- 
came president in his thirties. In this century only two men have 
made a new spirit in Mcxica Each had the apostolic soul. One 
was Francisco Madcro. *1116 other was Lazaro Cardenas. Madcro 
made a new political spiriL Cardenas made a new social and 
economic spirit. He stands out as the most radical administrator 
ever to occupy the presidential chair. In the January twenty-third, 
1939 issue, the editors of Uje magazine, in the fif^th year of his 
regime, offered a most apt summation of the man himself: 
“Cardenas is probably the first completely fearless, honest and 
unselfish politician to appear since Madcro (assassinated in 

*913)" 
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Like Madcro, Cardenas was something unique in hlcxican poli- 
tics — with a greater difference. Unorthodox and unpredictable, 
he was as enigmatic lo the Mexican press as to foreign corre- 
spondents. Hb imperturbability and intuition were attributed to 
his Tarascan ancestors. In print he was often spoken of as "the 
Indian,” though it is doubtful if hb blood b Indbn by half. But 
hb oddly shaped head, which rises in the back, does give hb 
profile a resemblance “to figures in Mayan bos relief T as the 
Weyls have said. Tlie face is longish, the jaw strong, the chin 
slightly receding and stubborn. The Indians consider him hand- 
some; some white Mexicans consider him homely. In photo- 
graphs the most outstanding feature of his face b the mouth, 
with its protruding, sensuous Ups, surmounted by a thick but 
closely cropped black mustache. When one comes into the pres- 
ence of the man himself it b the eyes alone that seem significant 
They are unforgettable eyes that see through and beyond, while 
observing the minutest detail at close range. They seem to seek 
the best in a man or a situation, and yet they are by no means 
incautious. In color, too, the eyes are extraordinary. They arc 
green, or greenbh hazel, decked with gold. But the lashes are 
so black and thick that sometimes under emotional stress the 
eyes appear to be fiery black. At times they seem to illuminate 
the glowing, light copper-tinged complexion, while holding 
communion with some mystic force. 

Above medium height, Cardenas b impressive in figure. His 
muscular physique gives the impression of prodigious vitaUty 
and elasticity. In the rare interviews he gives, hb manner b alert 
and earnest. If he likes hb questioner, he puts him at s milin g 
and even familiar ease. If he docs not find him simpatico he can 
assume a mask of Indian impassivity. His voice is of good quality, 
pleasant, deep, vibrant and tempered. He b not a natural-born 
public speaker, but what he utters comes so sincerely from the 
heart that he can stir hb audiences to passionate allegiance and 
they remember ^vhat he says. His inherent personal magnetism 
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is of such quality that both friend and foe speak of his “political 
sex appeal.” His aura is one of dynamic serenity, but there is a 
tcrvacity in his make-up as durable as the grain of ironwood. His 
roots go so deep into his native soil that opposing whirlwinds 
cannot uproot him. 

At the beginning of his regime Cardenas kept as completely 
out of the limelight as possible. He granted almost no interviews 
and so attracted little attention as a “personality.” But someone 
ventured to write prophetically of him as “a figure of great prom- 
ise and unlimited uncertainty.” 

In his direct, unspectacular way, Cardenas straightway began 
breaking precedents, both public and private. Eight days after 
his inauguration he announced that the national telegraph com- 
pany would transmit free of charge, every day between twelve 
and one, messages from the public explaining to him their urgent 
needs. In the office and at home he often reversed the accepted 
order and received the tattered and darker-skinned first. He weak- 
ened the control of professional politicians like Emilio Fortes Gil 
by taking into the fold of PNR representatives of labor tmions 
and peasant organizations. He was the first president to advocate 
woman suffrage and the independence of women. “Women must 
organize,” he said, "so that the home shall cease to be looked 
upon as a prison to them.” He refused to make hb own home 
in Chapultepcc Palac^ the official residence of presidents since 
Maximilian. He transformed that hbtoric building into a museum 
so that the lowliest could enter freely where only privileged feet 
had trod before. He and hb young wife took an unpretentious, 
attractive house in the suburbs. Instead of appearing before diplo- 
mats in the conventional black, he wore well-tailored business 
suits of some gray or brownbh tweed mixture. Hb own needs 
being more than met by hb salary, Cardenas divided his lemon 
farm in Michoacan among ihc workers, giving each a share and 
reserving one like share for hb little son. And at the reading of 
the will of his falhcr-in-law he persuaded his wife to deed her 
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portion of ihc land immtdiatcly to the workers who lived on it. 
Tlicsc two latter private actions the general public has not even 
heard of. 

Ldzaro Cirdenas would haw delighted the heart of Thorstein 
Veblen, because he scorned the “conspicuous expenditure” of the 
leisure class and disarded superfluities right and left He let it 
be known that his was not to be a society regime, with great 
dinners, and that no liquor was to be dispensed in hts house. 
Because Jie is so remarkably virile and en;o)’i the simple things 
of life with such gusto, Cardenas scorns stimulants as much as 
he despises affectations. Not only docs he neither drink nor 
smoke, but he disapproves of buIlAghts. He did not attend a 
single fight while he was president, and he will not permit his 
little son to wear toreador costume as do the neighbor boys. 
He looks down on prizefighting as degrading. On one of his 
visits to Oaxaca, when (he reception committee had arranged a 
program of boxing matches for hb entertainment, Cirdenas 
asked if they could not substitute some Indian folk dances, which 
they did. 

Despite his condemnation of public display of bruulity or 
cruelty in any form as deleterious to the national character, no 
one has ever accused him of being soft. His endurance is $0 nearly 
superhuman as to be provcrbbl. Four or five hours of sleep suf- 
fice to keep him in trim. He can outride, outssvim, and outwalk 
any of his aides. 

His bitterest enemies pay tribute to his personal courage. He 
has never carried a revolver except in war, and he has steadfastly 
refused to have a bodyguard. Once in the north, in his chief 
enemy’s stronghold, someone in the crowd began shooting at his 
presidcntbl train as it was pulling away from the station. Car- 
denas immediately ordered the train to be stopped and backed 
up. Then, descending alone and unarmed, he walked swifdy up 
to the bystanders and asked who had fired the shots and why. 
There was no confession, no answer, only a general emotion of 
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shame. But by his impulsive bravery Cardenas had turned ene- 
mies into friends. 

The one time Cardenas is knonn to have gone into a church 
during his presidency he risked his life. On a Sunday in a small 
town in Guanajuato^ an open-air educational program was in 
process in the plaza. According to the story, the priest, resenting 
the competition, incited his communicants to break it up. In thdr 
zeal they killed a young Iccmrer, and they were about to finish 
off the other performers when Cardenas happened to arrive, m 
the midst of 4e turmoil. ‘Tut up your knives and get back into 
the church,” he commanded the fanatical; “I have something 
to say to you.” When the muttering worshipers were reassembled, 
Cardenas walked down to the chancel, turned and faced them- 
“You should be ashamed of yourselves,” he said with cool pas- 
sion. ‘Those people out there were doing no harm. They were 
sent by the state to teach and enlighten. This house was made 
to speak the truth of the religion which says ‘Love your neigh- 
bor.’ It was not built for its priest— like that cowering coward 
in the corner there— to send people out to kill their brothers." 

Cardenas broke precedent in never killing a political enemy 
while he was president. Because he hated the a^rcssive implica- 
tions of the word “war,” he changed the name ministry of war 
to ministry of national defense. He decreed complete freedom 
of the press, and let anti-administration criticism fly about as 
unrestrained as from the soapboxes of Hyde Park. 

Though he soon began to be called a cloud-dweller, Cardenas 
possesses an uncommonly dear mind. And before his first year 
was out, the visionary had plucked up by the roots an entrenched 
dictatorial dique without having to kill anyone. He had accom- 
plished a bloodless revolution. Where Callcs had said, ex ca- 
thedra, “The Revolution has gone far enough,” Cardenas said, 
“It has just got stancd.”The Revolution had promised redemption 
to the peon and industrial wage-earner. It had promised to break 
up the great estates and ^ve land to the land-hungry. It had 
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promised education and better health to the masses. Cirdenas 
accepted as his bounden duty the task to make good all the 
lapsed pledges. “Tlie main road of the new phase of the Roolu* 
tion " he said, "is die march of Mexico tou'ards socialism." By his 
own deiiniuon, though, this mos-cmem "departed equally from 
the anachronistic norms of classical libcralum and from those 
which arc proper to communism that Is undergoing an experi- 
ment in Sos'ict Russia." He admired above all the social democ- 
racies of Scandinavia. But he studied the needs of his people in 
relation to their temperaments and potentialities and Mexico's 
resources and moret, and he used common sense as well as hu- 
manitarian principles to motivate his reforms. 

Many of those things Jose Morelos had planned for hfexico 
in 1814 now began to work in 193$. Morelos, a century and two 
decades ahead of his time, had conceived an advanced democracy. 
What C&rdenas attempted to do in sue yean aused men to say, 
variously, "Cardenas is twenty-five, fifty, a hundred yean ahea<l 
of his time." At the core of Cardenas's program, as at ilut of 
Morelos, was the desire to modenite penury and luxury in Mexico. 
He looked upon the Indians as a race disinherited from its own 
country. He opposed the typical upper-class ideology jlij; 
the Indians need a master, that they fare best when treatei] as 
children and worked humanely as slaves. He determintd to help 
them in their struggle for the minimum of human rigJm. "Wg 
want fewer Indians and more Mexicans," he said. 


Cirdenas's main objectives svcrc four: (r) To 
all jxasants who needed it; (2) to raise the living itawiards of 
workers; (3) to give every one a chance at an cdtwjvjn; (4) to 
improve the health of the country. He was determined to ret at 
the psychological and material roots of the ptrjpU‘$ proWfliu. 
When he did not seek them out, he let the Indu.-n con^to hio 
and speak their tales of woe. And despite hu tense nervt*? 
temperament, he listened with saintdiie patience while 
talked in their hesitant, roundabout way. people 
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such needs,” he said, “I cannot pve them everything. But I can 
at least give them patience.” He could not promise all they 
wanted, but he promised what he could. “You shall have the 
bridge.” “A water pipe will bring water to the village.” “There 
shall be a little ccHipcrativc mill to grind the corn for your 
tortillas" “A road shall be built so that you can get your produce 
to a bus line.” “You shall have a doctor in this district.” “The 
school house shall get a new roof.” “No, I cannot give you all 
fountain pens.” Cardenas went to the people and the people went 
to him. The politicians in between counted for so little. This was 
his greatest innovation of all — direct government. 

A wit conceived a joke, which circulated widely, revealing 
where Cardenas put the emphasis in administration. The presi- 
dent was concentrating on work at his official desk one morning 
when his private secretary presented him with memoranda of 
urgent business. “Crbis with the railway workers.” “Pass it on 
to the minister of communications,” said the president. “Sisal 
production in Yucatin under par.” "Tell the minister of agri- 
culture.” “Important message from the United States State De- 
partment.” “Tell the minister of foreign affairs.” “Big bank scan- 
dal imminent.” “Inform finance.” The procedure was interrupted 
by one of the free telegrams from a remote village, Santa Maria 
del Tulc. It was signed Juan Die^. “My corn perished with 
drought, my burro lay down and died, I have malaria, and my 
wife is having a baby.” Brushing documents aside, Cardenas rose 
with alacrity. “Order the presidential train. We go to Santa 
Maria.” 

If they heard in advance that he was coming, the proud and 
grateful people would erect flower arches for Cardenas to walk 
under. But he preferred to have his visits unheralded — no re- 
ception committees, no banners, no bands. He generally just 
“appeared” in a town, walking along the streets with the crowd. 
He would sit on a bench in the public square and talk with 
folks. The word would spread, "lizaro has come to help us.” 
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And tljc townspeople turned out and tlic country people would 
pour in to look at him. He visited schools, jails, hospitals. In the 
charity wards he would stop for a word of cheer among the 
svont sufTerers. It ne>-cr occurred to him that his ways were un- 
orthodox. 

Hulscrt Herring well describes what happened when Cardenas 
vbited a town: ‘Tlicy cross'd in upon the president, cs'er)onc 
would touch him, some svoutd embrace him, the children hold 
floss’crs up for him. And for all a greeting, a clasp of the hand, 
a word of affection . . . Tlie startled pride, the hungry jop of 
the people have a religious quality." 

Cirdenas never seemed to weary of the strain. “It actually 
seems to rest him to have lots of Indians hovering around him 
asking for things," one of his secretaries said. His ministers and 
senators were cahausted when they returned from inspection 
tours W’ith him. He could be up at five and going strong until 
midnight day after day— looking, listening, making decisions, 
giving orders. If it was necessary to go by horseback the presi- 
dential party went that way, and walked the last miles when 
riding was impossible. Cirdenas could relish the humble food 
of the peasants and a blanket spread under the stars. Hts party 
often had little taste for his rough-anil-rcady regime. Once when 
die presidential train was resting at Patzeuaro and the hungry 
senators aboard were just about to sit down to a dinner the chef 
Iiad prepared witli especial pride, an Indian dashed up on horse- 
back to beg Cirdenas to come to his village over the mountains 
to settle some big trouble. “Come, 've must all go at once,” 
Cdrdcnas said to the dismayed party. “But my beautiful dinner?” 
wailed the chef. ‘‘Scr>-e it to those hungry-looking people gaping 
in at the windows," Cdrdeius said. "But what about us ?" howled 
the senators. “We’ll cat beans and tortillas with the Indians." 

The men close to Cardenas learned that they had to live most 
abstemious lives to keep up with him. “You will kill younelf,” 
his [rknds w'ould say to Ii/ra; “you can’t keep up this pace.” He 
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would answer: “There is so much to do, so little time — . If I 
used up in six years, what docs it matter?” Cardenas knew he 
could only begin many reforms and public works. He knew that 
it required time as well as long patience to transform a social 
structure. But, working on the manifold businesses at hand, he 
ever kept a vision of the future. 

Like Disraeli, Cardenas believed that “the health of the people 
is really the foundation upon which all their happiness and their 
powers as a state depend.” But he knew that health could not be 
achieved merely by constructing hospitals and creating more 
physicians. It had to begin with a basic education. So he ordered 
rural primary schools to be built as quickly as possible, and at 
least two thousand new ones a year came into operation durmg 
his regime. The figures for schools stood between seven thousand 
and eight thousand when Cardenas became president; the num- 
ber of teachers between nine thousand and ten thousand. When 
he left office Mexico could boast of twentyone thousand schoohj 
forty-four thousand teachers, and almost two million pupils. 

In 1935, through the ministry of education, he published a plan 
of action in regard to the primary “socialist” school. Education 
was to be compulsory; free; co-cducational; scientific— to give an 
evolutionary concept of the world; of a welfare nature when 
essential — so that poor children suffering from malnutrition 
should have food; integral — to ccKirdinate physical, intellcctual> 
and social education. A children’s bill of rights was drawn up; it^ 
ideals lay close to Cardenas’s heart. Children, it declared, had 
the right “to be born of healthy parents, with the means to bring 
them up properly. They had the right to receive proper nourish- 
ment, to develop their talents and abilities regardless of race, 
creed, economic or social position. 'They had the right to well- 
equipped, well-ventilated sdiool rooms, with plenty of time for 
recreation in the fresh air.” As to rcsponsibiUtics, it was their 
duty “to work for the betterment of the general welfare and to 
serve the nation and humanity in the fight for social justice.” 



T he Way of the Redeemer h Hard 3 15 

Like missionaries going into the wilderness, teachers were sent 
forth to spread the blessings of a new gospel. The path of the 
Carderus rural-scliool teacher was not one strewn with wild 
flowers. Tlie landlords feared the power of the peons if the/ were 
educated. The churcli frowned on these new secular schools as 
communbtic and anti-religious. Manjr of the Indians, speaking 
only their ancient dialects and bound to ancestral superstitions, 
were distrustful of anything new. In various parts of Mexico two 
liundrcd teachers were killed, women as well as men. Some were 
shot in the back; some, hanged; one or two, burned alive. Others 
were tied to automobiles and dragged on rocky roads until there 
was no power in their mangled bodies to impart any knowledge 
whato'Cf. In an Jaliscan vjibge one teacher’s murdered body 
was chopped into mincemeat and flung out into the fields like 
manure. 

Often village oQicials were in the pay of the landlords and 
would do nothing to protect the teachers. So Cdrdenas provided 
revolvers for tfie taehers and they went to their duties armed. 
To encourage the faint-hearted, the president visited numerous 
Khools himself, sang the national anthem with the children, 
shook their grimy little paws, reassured their parents. As fresh, 
dauntless spirits continued to take the places of the murdered 
ones, finally the landlords and lltc religious fanatics gave up the 
fight and let the schools carry on. In 1939 Cardenas awarded 
pensions for life to the dependents of leachcn who had lost their 
lives in spreading rural enlightenment. 

The teaching of hygiene ivas one of the most important svorks 
of the rural schoolmaster, and sometimes he had to be both 
physician and nurse, at the nsk of his life. Teachers wlio dis- 
tributed and administered the free quinine, vaccines and serums 
supplied by the department of health were menaced by the 
Indian witchdoctors. 

Every good innovation in Mexico has had a struggle, and has 
demanded its crop of martyrs. But Cardenas was determined to 
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make the masses health-conscious, in order to try to halt the 
annual toll from infant mortality, gastric infections, malaria, 
tuberculosis, and dysentery, that most prevalent and accursed of 
all diseases in Mexico. 

In a survey the president had made in 1936, there was found 
to be only one physician for each nine hundred and fourteen 
square kilometers in rural Mexico, one for about each seven 
thousand persons. The proportion varied with the states. At the 
bottom was Queretaro, with only one doctor for fifty-two thou- 
sand persons. Some sixty per cent of the population of Mexico 
received no scientific medical attention whatever. So, in spite 
of all opposition, traveling ambulance units, like mechanized 
knights-errant, proclaimed the new way to health wherever roads 
went. When roads ended, the pioneers of mercy made up burro 
cavalcades. 

The Indians resented health units tampering with the village 
well. Evil spirits in the water tanks were what bred dysentery— 
not those unseen things called germs. The backwoods people 
believed in curative brews as weird as the mess in the witches’ 
caldron in "Macbeth. One supposedly infallible medicinal tea was 
made from powdered woodpeckers’ heads. Another special nos- 
trum required “tears from a widowed sow.” As groups of health 
officers descended on villages with their vaccinating needles, the 
people fled to the woods as if escaping a legion of stinging ants. 
Quarantines were utterly unknown even in sizable towns, and 
often the array had to be called on to enforce a quarantine in 
times of epidemic. 

An excellent native motion picture called The Vorgotien Vil- 
lage, for which John Steinbeck provided the running commen- 
tary, told a typical story of the struck to bring health instruction 
and remedial agencies info the backwoods. Like the school teach- 
ers, some pioneering physicians and nurses met death at the hands 
of parents incited by the jealous charm healers. So the govern- 
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mcnt ofiicrcd (he )'oung phjnkunt to carry revolvcn in tljclr 
medical kiti. 

In 1936, at a congrcsi held in Morelia, Mexico’* medical lervice 
in rural dbtrtcti luhmittnl a projea in group medicine, to be 
partially go%‘ernmenl financed and parlblly paid for by the peo- 
ple. In group medicine the fee for complete medical care for an 
entire family wai to be at low at twelve petot a year ($2^0). 
Cardenas supported the itlea u-itli all his might. 

He gave orders for eleven military hospitals, to be constructed 
"in ttrategic centers of operation," and for forty regional hospi- 
tals. When he could not find the money for provincial town hos- 
pitals, his imagination led him to various workable espediencies. 
For instance, in Patzeuaro he built a large motion-picture house 
for the municipality, and the profits he used for financing the 
conversion of a disused monastery into a charity hospital. As 
monthly profits mountctl, the very latest surgical equipment. 
X-ray madiinei, and stcriUzers sstre installed. Tlie hospital is a 
cheery place, spreading around a fountained patio filled with 
fioss'crs. Its directing nurse was formerly a nun who had been 
brought up in a druggist shop in Morelia where her father was 
the leading apotliecary. 

Put it was far easier for Cardenas to create new hospitals than 
to dissolve the charlatanism and bureaucratic red tape and favori- 
tism that existed in medical circles. That discouraging story 
Verna Carlcton Millin tells with vivid authenticity in Mexico 
Rel>orn. She knows the story as perhaps no other does, for she has 
been married to the distinguished Mexican physician, Dr. Ignacio 
Millin, for ten years. Her husband, who was recently made the 
head of hfcxico’s cancer clinic, fought side by side with Cirdenas 
against incredible odds and all the traditional reactionary atti- 
tudes of the Mc.xican medical profession. 

Cirdenas listened to the advice of Dr. Miilin, who is widely 
recognized as another scKlcss patriot. In Me.xtco’s crying need 
for physiebns, Millin’s plan was to recruit rural doctors from 
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rural districts; to take the cream of diosc students who were able 
to finish vocational science courses and to give them a medical 
education at government expense. In return for this free educa- 
tion, the students were pledged to practice in rural districts for 
five years. 

In 1938, Dr. Milan’s school of rural medicine was opened at 
the Polytechnic Institute. The funds were so scant that the noted 
physician taught half a day for twenty dollars a month, but he 
was able to recruit a competent staff at the same meager salary. 
The penniless students received allowances for living expenses. 
The medical course was stepped up to five years instead of six, 
and in 1943 the first class of doctors was graduated. 

To make as many ignorant people health-conscious as quickly 
as possible, another excellent idea was promulgated by the faculty 
of the medical college. Instead of the graduates becoming interns 
in city hospitals, they were sent for six months into communities 
that had never known a doctor. Medicine was free, fees were nil. 
The salary was ninety pesos a month. The physician novices had 
to train their own nurses and set up their clinics where they 
could. At the end of the period, for their thesis they were to 
write a tabulated survey of their community — the kind of people, 
climate, sanitation, diet, income, and special diseases of the region. 
On completing their six-month rural internship and their thesis, 
they receive their degrees. Not only has the plan been of eminent 
value in its compilation of essential information, hut in revealing 
to the young physicians the terrible needs of their less fortunate 
compatriots. Many students from well-to-do families, who heart- 
ily resented their primitive assignments, became interested in the 
humanitarian aspects of the work and of their own volition 
returned to the regions of their novitiate for further practice and 
study. 

Along with the coining of the pioneering student doctors, the 
first drugstores were opened up in remote towns. And in every 
village there were tacked up posters that told stories, as obvious 
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as comic strips, m wiilch Germs anti Dirt were the personifica- 
tions of man's mortal enemies. A tabloid paper, Hygiene, was 
distributed free about the land. In Mexico City a building on 
Calle juirez was rented and turned into a museum of bealth for 
public instruaion. 

Cirdenas sasv the health statistics improve, infant mortality 
decline. But he had Inowm that Mexico could not become a 
healthy country hy eduation and medical care alone. A prime 
cause of Mexican sickness by in poverty. The people did not 
have enough to eat and they could not afTord to buy the proper 
food. Cirdenas was determined to eradicate malnutrition if he 
could. First of all, men had to have soil on which to grow thcl* 
food. He Iiad tried from the beginning to remedy this basic de> 
fieiency by giving land to the land-hungry. 



24 - Tierra 

"He and his fathers have been serfs; it ta\es 
time for him to tvalli erect as a free man” 

HUBERT HERRINC 

As the crux of the Cardenas idco\ogy was the belief that a matt 
who desired land and who would work it should have iL “No 
man can bc a citizen unless he walks on something of his own, 
the president said. So he proceeded to give land to men, to make 
them conscious of citizenship. At the end of Hs third year tn 
office Cardenas had distributed among the peasants six million 
more acres than all the preceding administrations together. On 
July twenty-first, 1939, during his fifth year, the president summed 
up the land distribution of his previous years; thirty-seven imllion 
acres in all had been re-<h'i’ided. In his farcrv’cll address to con- 
gress on September first, Is^o, he presented the final figures of 
land dbtribudon under his rc^mc; the total area amounted to 
45,330,119 aaes. 

Of course, the problem was not so simple as merely giving 
land to the hungry peasants. There were matters of credit, tools, 
seed, farm animals, agricultural guidance, to arrange. All of 
these factors Cardenas met as well as he could with Ac huEoan 
material he had to work wiA and Ac slimness of Ac national 
treasury. And nature, like human nature, m Mexico is uncom- 
monly unaccountable. Droughts were obstacles to success, as well 
as was corruption in some bank clerks and laziness in some peas- 
ants. The president had to warn Ac farmers against being Acated 
when Acy sold Aeir produce- His agronomists had to struggle 
to make Aem take up new mcAods. 

But when Cardenas went out of office it was absurd to deny 
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the economic betterment of the peons who received land. The 
most superficial observer, if not blind with prejudice, could see 
improvement in the houses, the clothes, and the daily food. But 
from Cardenas’s viewpoint, more significant was the change in 
the people’s psychology "from servility to independent worker.” 

On October sixth, 1936, Cvdcnas, the audacious innovator, 
made high and wide headlines when he expropriated at one 
blow about a million acres of bnd in Coahuila and Durango. 
The district was known as Laguna, and was the finest cotton- 
growing land in the country. In 1936 almost three hundred thou- 
sand acres were under cultivation. For decades the region had 
paid handsomely the dozen families who owned it. But the thirty 
thousand peon families who worked the land were among the 
most pathetically poor in the whole republic. No tales of ruthless 
dispossession of workers at the introduction of modern machin- 
ery, no reports of callous indifference to starvation in unproduc- 
tive seasons, have been surpassed by those in the Laguna. The 
worker’s daily wage— when he was employed — was one pcso^ 
and sometimes it dropped as low as eighty centavos. Work hours 
were as long as in the blackest days of slavery. 

When Lombardo Toledano’s labor union, Cl'M, was created 
with Cardenas’s blessing in 1936, the workers in the Laguna fields 
and their fifteen thousand desperate, dispossessed brothers had a 
chance to be redeemed. In August, thousands of agrarian laborers 
throughout the Lagtuia struck. As to wages, they asked only one 
peso seventy-five centavos a day, mth a seven-day payment for 
six days' work. But they also demanded medical care, schools, 
and decent houses to replace their miserable shacks. All of these 
demands were quite within the law. The landlords, however, 
considered them preposterous and confiscatory. In the deadlock, 
the entire Mexican cotton crop sras in jeopardy. Calling his eco- 
nomic advisers together, Cardenas made one of his climactic de- 
cisions. He signed an expropriaoon decree, and then proceeded 
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in person to Laguna to advise with the agrarian commission and 

to help direct the parceling of land. 

Production in Laguna was to be an experiment in scientific 
and collectivized farming. Nothing like it in scale had ever been 
attempted in this hemisphere. The lands were allotted to newly 
created ejidal groups, each a separate OHjpcrativc society. Ma- 
chinery for co-operative use was ordered. Technical advisers were 
employed. Methods were devised to control and distribute the 
the waters from the rivers that overflow in the autumn. Con- 
struction of an enormous dam, El Palmito, was ordered begun. 
It was to be the largest dam in the Western Hemisphere south 
of Boulder Dam. It represented an investment of twenty-five 
million pesos and was to be completed by 1940. Special imple- 
menting work in the Bank of Ejidal Credit was inaugurated 
to provide the workers what money was immediately needful in 
commodity production and for their daily living. When the har- 
vest came in, the ejidaiariot were to pay off their debt to die 
bank and receive their share in the profits. Despite the curses 
and sabotage of the naturaUy furious landlords, it began to look 
as if the experiment in ccM>pcration was to have a successful first 
season. But an unexpected enemy wrought havoc. Perverse na- 
ture blighted the region with one of the worst droughts it ever 
experienced. The crop was a failure. And because there was no 
profit, many of the disappointed ejidatarios blamed Cardenas 
rather than the rainless season. 

In 1938, however, the crop was middling good. The Ejidal 
Credit Bank distributed over three million pesos in profits, after 
setting aside twenty-seven million pesos for past expenses and 
the next year’s sowing. Four hundred tractors and fifteen thou- 
sand plows were purchased. New, neat, well-windowed schools 
sprang up. At the end of 1938 the total of rural schools in the 
Laguna region was close to three hundred. Mills for the co- 
operative grinding of meal were established, and chicken runs, 
to be managed co-operatively, were arranged. A modern well- 
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equipped Ejidal Hospital was soon in operation in Torreon, the 
town in the heart of the district. Group-medicine membership 
shortly reached over thirty thousand. The ejidaiarios began to 
buy shoes and the kind of groceries and clothes they had never 
known before, and even radios and stoves. Many left their straw 
mats to sleep in beds for the first time. Merchants in Torreon, 
bidding for the rustic trade, began to address the ejidatmos as 
“senorcs.” The old manager of Torredn’s single moving-picture 
house in 1936 had wailed that the new order would ruin him, 
that never again would he have those fine motor cars of the 
well-to^lo lined up in front of his plao^ that he would hasx to 
close. But in 1938 so many truckloads of peasants were arriving 
to see the movies that he could not accommodate them. By the 
end of X941 Torredn could boast of seven cinemas instead of one. 

Enemies of the Revolution — those who have never visited Tor- 
redn and Laguna, or not since i937->stDl maintain that co- 
operative ejido farming in the region 1$ a failure. They say that 
the ejidaiarios merely swapped masters, the government bank in 
exchange for the hacendado. But despite the dubious features 
of the new order and some burcauCTatic corruption and inepti- 
tude that seem inevitable in Mexico, the ejidaiarios arc far better 
off than they ever were before. Not one would dream of return- 
ing to the old ways if he could. 

Cardenas had expected mistakes to be made, but these errors, 
he said, would in time be rectified or eradicated. At first the 
agents might not always buy the seed best adapted for a proper 
region, or the proper machinery. An inferior system of market- 
ing might have to be revised. When graft and bureaucratic in- 
competence were detected, however, he promised that offenders 
would be removed and punished. Let the critics censure, he said, 
after four years of experiment. 

Four years later, in February, 1941, Avila Camacho’s very able 
minister of apiculture, Martc Gomez, made a frank report on 
Laguna. Admitting freely all failures and miscalculations, he 
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pointed up the indubitable success. Now one hundred and seven 
million pesos of the original one hundred and twenty-six million 
had been liquidated. And though the ejidatarios had received 
only nine million pesos in profits, they had the inestimable bene- 
fits from good scliools, water-supply systems in the villages, and 
medical care and hospitalization. Men had become proficient in 
new skills, in mechanics, in electrical plants, in operating tractors, 
in accounting. “The prosperity is established," said Gomez. “The 
optimism of the region is reborn. That optimism is not illusory. 
It is a prosperity based on the riches of the soil and on the hard 
work and spirit and cnlcrprbe of the men of the Laguna.” 

In 1942 and 1943 some of the more fortunate ejidatarios were 
able to pay off all their debts and offered to pay for the land 
the government had given them. But, of course, the land already 
belonged to them, they were told. With the profits they were 
to continue to raise their standards of living and their qualities 
of citizenship. 

Cardenas is one of those persons who perceives the “elements 
of magnificence in plain men.” He believes in the possibility of 
building greatness by the routine labor of every day. But he had 
to fight first for the minimum of human rights. He threw his 
weight into helping the industrial workers of Mexico to help 
themselves. To fortify him, he had the authority of the ipt? 
constitution’s Article 123. To help him push immediately the 
cause of the working man, he had one of the most intelligent 
and forceful personalities ever to rise in the labor unions of the 
hemisphere, Vicente Lombardo Toledano. 

By Article 123 collective bargaining, minimum wages and 
hours, and compensation insurance were all prescribed. But in 
practice everything had fallen far short of the conditions en- 
visioned by the authors of the article. Judged by any standards, 
the demands of labor seem little enough. Two years before 
Cardenas became president, the wages were scandalously low. 
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The millionaire Abelardo Rodnguez, as Calles’s minister of 
industry, commerce, and labor, had been profoundly shocked at 
the results of his own investigations. A few months before he 
himself became president, he wrote that he was convinced that 
four pesos a day was the nainimum wage on which a man 
might live and support his family. He found that a salary of 
hunger was almost universal; that only occasionally did it reach 
the category of bare necessity; and almost never of comfort. He 
found the minimum wage to be about one peso and six centavos, 
and he discovered sections where the daily hire for ten hours 
was as low as sixty centavos. 

Rodriguez, the capitalist, had said four pesos should be mini- 
mum. The radical Lombardo Toledano had a struggle to get the 
minimum to three pesos hfty. And for all his dynamic vigor and 
spell-binding oratory, Lombardo Toledano had tremendous dif- 
ficulties in getting labor to stick together. Labor disputes often 
led to deadly organizational conflicts. In 1935 and 1936 seventy- 
two textile workers were killed in inter-union feuds. Cdrdenas 
pled for harmony. In eight sutes the president personally used 
his influence to bring disputing factions together. "In union 
lies strength,” he repeatedly told the workers. “Quit your 
petty bickering among yourselves. Each quarrel within labor 
strengthens intrenched capital.” Then he put the matter more 
cleverly: “Only organized labor can force me or any other citizen 
in power to satisfy the needs of the people.” 

During Cardenas’s flrsc three years there were several hundred 
strikes a year. The wage scale could not remain static, because 
of changes in the cost of living. Almost as soon as a strike had 
brought about an increase of fifty centavos, the advanced living 
costs would obliterate its value as real wage. Mexican courts 
began to favor labor in almost every dispute that reached them. 
The proletariat grew in strength. Wages for textile, oO, and 
mine workers increased sixty per cent in Cardenas’s first four 
years. 
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In February of 1936 Mexican W'orkers combined in the largest 
organization that had ever existed in Mexico. The new federation 
tvas formed on a basis of industrial unionism and was called the 
Conjederacidn de Trabajadores Mexicanos (CTM). Its initial 
membership went beyond half a million. Lombardo Tolcdano 
was, of course, its head. 

By 1938, CTM was claiming to affect the lives of approxi- 
mately a million workers. It organized an excellent sports pro- 
gram to relieve industrial fatigue. It became a political power 
in state and national elections, throwing its influence towards 
that candidate who promised to help labor. Its social and eco- 
nomic victories were significant. It proved to be a potent instru- 
ment in bringing about some of Cardenas’s social reforms. 

Cardenas met his most formidable opposition in the heavily 
industrialized Monterrey region. But he unequivocably declared 
that his revolutionary regime favored the weaker side in the 
struggle. Strikes were legitimate weapons, he maintained; the 
lock-out was unpatriotic. He warned Monterrey industrialists 
not to organize against labor. He pointed out the danger of armed 
strife if they made “political capital out of anti-union agitation. 
“If employers grow too weary of the social struggle,” he said, 
blandly, “they can always hand over their factories to the workers 
or the government — that would be patriotic.” 

Regarding it as anti-social for machinery to remain idle, the 
president would not permit the Monterrey factories to close down. 
He announced his intention of leasing all idle factories and giv- 
ing them to the workers to run as co-operatives, under state 
direction, “When a factory refuses to obey labor laws or dca- 
sions of arbitration boards or when it ceases operations,” Cardenas 
said, “it can by law be expropriated and turned over to the 
worker.” A law was passed in 1936 to empower the president to 
take over any property “required for social utility.” The expro- 
priated property was to be for on the basis of assessed valua- 
tion, within ten years. Cardenas did not desire to take over any 
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private industry for either the workers or the government; for 
he realized neither was trained sufficiently in socialism to suc- 
ceed. But with private enterprise fighting him bitterly and re- 
fusing to cooperate, the threat of expropriation was his most 
potent weapon. 

Cardenas and Lombardo Tolcdano were an amazingly power- 
ful combination. They worked well together and did much for 
labor. Though both were striving for the betterment of the 
common man’s lot, there was a basic dificrence in their motives. 
Cardenas’s motive was selficss; his ruling principle was never a 
will to power. Lombardo Tolcdano was believed to be profoundly 
interested in his own personal career. 

The two dynamos were not always in ideological accord. Lom- 
bardo Toledano had undergone considerable change in attitude 
after an extended visit to Soviet Russia. When he was dismissed 
from the University of Kfexico in 1953 for bis “unwelcome Marx- 
ist views,” he straightway formed his own university where there 
would be no censorship of his curricula. It became known late 
in 1935 as the Workers’ University. Lombardo Toledano was 
the rcaor. The teaching had a predominant communist slant. 
But though he printed and distributed scries of leftist pamphlets 
and spoke warmly in praise of Russia, he ever denied any direct 
affiliation with Stalinist communism. He called himself a Marx- 
ist. The thousand-odd students under his tutelage came mosdy 
from industrial workers, though some were peasant boys. They 
received a good education at the smallest possible cost. The pro 
letarian university was supported partially by government funds, 
and endowed with Cardenas’s good will. But no pressure from 
the socialist student committees could persuade C^denas to rec- 
ognize and establish diplomatic relations with Soviet Russia. 

Cardenas approved of Lombardo Toledano’s aim, through the 
Workers’ University and his newspaper El Popular, to make 
labor so unified in spirit that it would remain strong regardless 
of pro- or anti-labor sentiments of Mexico’s chief executives. But 
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he stopped considerably short of some of the labor leader’s more 
radical theories. As much as he liked Lombardo Tolcdano, he 
did not think it prudent to permit one man to be too powerful. 
When the labor leader attempted to seize too much power for 
himself by incorporating the farmers’ union with his CTNL 
Cardenas said, “Hands off! The peasants have their own leagues 
which serve them very well.” When Lombardo Tolcdano began 
to militarize CTM and asked its members to put in a certain 
number of hours a week in drilling, Cardenas set the peasants 
organization to drilling. 

In January, 1937, Cardenas’s government granted complete 
freedom of the press. And when Lombardo Tolcdano organixed 
a mass demonstration against the reactionary papers, Cardenas 
refused to support it, and it fizzled. Its leader was extremely 
dubious about Cardenas's general amnesty of February, which 
permitted the return to Mexico of all political exiles, an 
mated ten thousand, virtually all of whom were of conservative 
bent. But the CTM’s leader and the president were in accord w 
June, when the foreign-owned National Railways of Mexico 
were expropriated “for reasons of public welfare.” TTie roads were 
greatly in need of repair, and the rolling stock was in a perilous 
condition. Wrecks had been frequenL No foreign capital could 
be obtained. So the federal government had to do the financing- 
In August the management of the railways was promised to the 
workers. And on April twenty-first of the next year die senate 
approved the bill to turn them over to the workers’ administra- 
tion. It was a bold experiment and it proved a failure, even a* 
certain union leaders had feared. 

On the most publicized and controversial issue of the entire 
administration, the oil expropriations, Lombardo Toledano sup- 
ported Cardenas with all his eloquent might. 



25. Heroic Madness 

"Twenty or thirty years ago the heroic mad- 
ness of Cirdenas in expropriating the oil prop- 
erties could not have succeeded^' 

FKANCISCO CASTILLO NAJEIIA 

In May, 1937, seventeen thousand oil workers struck. They re- 
turned to work on condition that the labor arbitration board 
would investigate the economic condition of the companies, to 
determine their capacity to pay increased wages and to create 
certain social services. The deplorable housing and disgusting 
sanitation conditions of the workers were documented by pho* 
tographs and charts and displayed by government agents. The 
board’s report was presented in August. It showed that the Mexi- 
can oil worker’s wage was less than one-third that paid in the 
United States. It reckoned the production costs for a barrel of 
crude oil in Mexico as less than one-fifth that in the United 
States. In relation to capitalization, the board found that the 
profits from 1934 to 1936 amounted to an average of a little more 
than thirty-four per cent. “Experts investigated the books,” wrote 
Dr. Alfred B. Thomas, ‘‘and found that the companies had 
made a clear profit in these two years (1934-1936) of 168,783,529 
pesos.” Whether the figures were accurate or not, on the basis 
of the investigations the board awarded to the oil workers wage 
increases and welfare benefits to an amount of something over 
twenty-six million pesos annually. 

The oil companies protested with accusations of prejudice and 
exaggeration. In the end they agreed to an increase of some 
twenty million pesos for everything. But they refused adamantly 
to grant closed shop to all except the chief executives, and they 
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refused to agree to allow any workers* representative to have any 
part in the administration. The companies denied the validity 
of the labor board’s awards, and took lest cases to the circuit 
court; lost every one; took them to the supreme court, and 
again lost every decision. But iliey seemed completely unper- 
turbed about conformance. Knally, March eighth, 1938 — seven 
months after the original awards were made — was fixed on as 
the date of reckoning and active compliance. At first one of the 
managers had said, “We cannot and will not pay.” Now the oil 
officials still refused to abide by the deebions, but said, more 
tactfully, “We arc unable to comply.” They were confident Cir- 
denas would not call their blufi. Had they not won out against 
Obregdn and “Iron Man" Callcs? The latter, coaxed by Dwight 
Morrow, had let the Mexico supreme court reverse his own de- 
cree. Cdrdenas, too, would knuckle under. He would hardly dare 
invoke the wrath of both His Majesty’s Government and the 
United States. The oil men did not reckon maturely with their 
opponent. 

By the authority of the law of the land, the oil workers had 
the right to enforce the supreme court’s decision by calling a 
general strike. But an oil-union strike would have stopped all 
production, and might have created a hazardous crisis in industry. 
It was imperative that production continue. Cardenas gave the 
companies ten days of grace to mediate and come to terms. The 
oil companies gradually raised thdr offer to within half a million 
dollars of the total asvard — and then said, “No more.” But they 
refused to grant closed shop for all but the chief executives. 
Though they had dropped defiance, they still bluffed. And a 
few of the most incorrigible imperialists among them actually 
believed that when all else had failed they might “whistle for 
the gunboats." 

Cardenas certainly did not want to expropriate the oil. He had 
expected the directors to realize that he was not bluffing, and to 
abide by the supreme court’s decisions. Mexico was in no way 
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prepared to handle production and marketing eiliciently. Reper* 
cussions from expropriation might have 3 most deleterious effect 
on the national economy. Not a single economist or cabinet min- 
ister would ha\c dared to urge the president to so drastic a 
course. Rut Ramdn Beteia, the young under-secretary of state, 
whom Canlcnas intuitively trusted more than he did anyone else 
in die republic, was close beside his chief with inspiriting moral 
support as Vixll as a trained knowledge of economics. He pointed 
out to the president that the international oil alliance would most 
likely create a world-wide boycott of Mexican oil. Cirdenas faced 
the prediction. To him, not only was the sovereignty of Mexico 
at stake, hut the whole future of its dealings with foreign busi- 
ness and foreign powers. He took the full responsibility and 
decided the nutter alone on the inner promptings that are said 
to come to him in times of stress and crisis. 

At ten o’clock on the night of March eighteenth, rp^S, he 
stepped up to the microphone in a national hook-up and quietly 
announced that the properties of the seventeen Amerian and 
British oil companies in Mexico had been expropriated. He ex- 
plained that the oil olHcials had created a national emergency, 
and “in behalf of the general ss’clfarc as against narrow private 
enterprise” the government had taken over. TIic companies were 
to be indemnified within ten years. He made it clear that the 
expropriation was exceptional, saying, “It will not be e.ttcrded to 
other activities of the country which the government views with 
sympathy and considers necessary for the national develop- 
ment.” 

The Mexican public w’as as wonder-struck as were the oil 
officials, who had at the very last hour come across with a prom- 
ise of the full amount, proving their capacity to pay all the time. 
Virtually to the last man, the nation was with Cdrdenas. Never 
had any Mexican’s prestige been higher with his own people 
than was his on that night of March eighteenth. The oil expro- 
ptbtion was the most dating move any Latin American exccu- 
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live had ever made against the capimlistic might of Great Britain 
and the United States. All of the nineteen other Latin American 
republics were jubilant. The imperialists gasped. But a couple 
of Englishmen, heads of other British-owned concerns in Mexico, 
said to their oil compatriots: “Damn fools, we told you so. We 
told you Cardenas was not bluffing. You brought this all on 
yourselves. You deserve expropriation. Now there’s no telling 
where this thing will end.” As business men, the British and 
American managers — with the exception of Harry Sinclair — had 
proved themselves unastute and bull-headed. The stockholders 
were to pay for their executive bungling and for the expensive 
propaganda campaign they were to launch to try to recover their 
lost control. 

For three days the nation was ecstatic to the bursting point. 
The multitudes demanded to see Cardenas, to hear his voice. On 
March twenty-second, two hundred thousand assorted persons 
bearing a multiplicity of banners paraded for six hours. Bands 
played tunes of victory. Church bells pealed as joyously as if 
C^denas were a communicant. The great plaza became a solid 
mass of excited humanity. Mexicans had never felt so good about 
themselves, their nation, and their leader. When the voice of 
Cardenas sounded out over the crowd, the people went wild. 

Though the ovation could not be halted, C4rdcnas continued 
to speak. He announced an internal loan to pay the indemnity. 
Few could possibly have heard him, but word got around that 
they must collect money to pay off the oil companies. Contribu- 
tions were brought to the Palado dc Bellas Artes, large checks, 
small checks, and even pennies from ragged children. Country 
folk brought hens and suckling pigs. Society women gave up 
discarded jewelry. The hundred-million peso aim fell consider- 
ably short of being reached, but the giving relieved the tension. 
“The expropriation of Mexican oil,” wrote Virginia Prewett, 
“was as bold and briiHant a pt^ical coup as has been brought 
off in modern politics. Mexico, without money, friends, or arrav 
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ment . . . niddcnly rose up and unceremoniously kicked out 
the powerful American, and the doubly powerful Dricisli, oil 
interests. It was more than a case of the mouse defying the cat, 
it was the mouse cracking the two neighborhood champions* 
heads together." 

But Uie president did not become heady with his people's 
demonstration or lose his grasp on realities. More than anyone 
else, he knesv the monkey wrenches which angry, posvcrful na- 
tions could throsv into the machinery of small nations. His 
brain remained steady in its functioning. If the big powers 
stopped short of inters-ention— no matter wliat else they did— 
Cifdcnas still felt confident he could win out in the end. When 
ten days passed and no gunboats had arrived, Cirdenas said 
smilingly to a friend, as if a crisis in a dread disease had passed, 
"TTjc conflict is won." 

But tliough he had not believed that Washington would take 
sucli an unneighborly action, he had «>nsidered the possibility 
and was willing to risk the landing of marines. He had even 
planned to meet intervention with more than scorched earth in 
the oil fields. He would have dynamited cver)‘thing connected 
with (he oil industry to oblivion. He was determined not to 
sacrifice Mexico's self-respect by permitting foreign powers to 
run the expropriated business. 

Cirdenas had acted completely within the laws of the land. 
From a decree of King Charles III of Spain in 1783, all subsoil 
wealth, including all mineral^ bitumens, and "earth juices” be- 
longed to the state. The Mexican constitution of 1857 reiterated 
that the nation's subsoil wcaltli belonged to the government. 
And though Porfirio Di'az had denied it and decreed that sub- 
soil wealth might belong to the owner of the surface, the con- 
stitution of 1917 was very explicit in reverting to the constitution 
of 1857 and stating categorically that the government alone had 
title to the subsoil wealth. And by that law, passed under Car- 
denas on November eighteenth, 1936, the Mexican president was 
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empowered to take over any property “required for soaal 

utility.” 

Cardenas was prepared for a Iriuer reaction from the foreign 
capitalists, but not for the extent of their claims and reprisals. 
He had hoped the oil executives might be reasonable, consider- 
ing the unrestrained exploitation they had enjoyed for three and 
four decades. It is impossible to know accurately the vast sums 
from Mexican oil that had poured into alien pockets, but it i* 
generally assumed that the total profits earned by the oil compa- 
nies exceeded a billion dollars. One company, El Aguila, was 
paying its stockholders a sixty per cent dividend in 1920. 

Now in their fury the oil companies were bent on throwing 
Mexican finance and industry into confusion, and their lobbyists 
brought intense pressure on the United States government. 
Though Washington sent no punitive expedition, it struck Mex- 
ico a severe blow. The United States treasury suspended its regu- 
lar purchases of Mexican silver, which it had been buying since 
1934 at an artificially stimulated price of 44H cents an ounce. 
Silver was perforce thrown on the free world market at a con- 
siderably lower price. The value of the Mexican peso dropped 
alarmingly. In finding it necessary to defy United States patron- 
age, Cardenas had to risk economic collapse. Hardly expecting 
this blow, though it had been threatened, he took it with forti- 
tude. Coming just when it did, a few days after the expropria- 
tion, it certainly suggested retaliation. 

Cardenas’s immediate reaction was not recrimination, but a 
desire to forestall bitter anti-American sentiment on the part of 
his people. With cool wisdom, he announced: “It must be taken 
into account that the government of the United States of America 
has announced that purchases by it of a part of Mexico’s output 
as heretofore made are going to be canceled as from April first 
next. [The date was only five days off.] We are keenly desirous 
now that thk fact be known to the nation, that it Judge said 
action calmly and correctly.** Cardenas was scrupulously careful 
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not to let a hint of condemnation escape him, for he knew the 
fiery temper of his people. Paradooucally, the troubled president 
took it as his bounden duty to still the anti-United States feeling 
that was simmering hotly with all the rccnidcsccncc of past 
resentments. 

On March thirtieth, the tension was relieved when Secretary 
of State Hull announced that Mexico was within her legal rights 
in expropriating oil properties, proper indemnification being the 
only condition to be satisfied. President Cardenas was so pleased 
that he invited the American ambassador, Josephus Daniels, to 
his office to express his gratitude in person. And in the formal 
message of appreciation to Daniels, which was printed in all the 
newspapers the next day, Cardenas said, among other thinp: 
‘Today my country is rejoicing. It quietly celebrates the proof of 
friendship which it has receiv^ from your country, and which it 
will treasure up in its heart.” 

Though the ambassador had dutifully exerted a little pressure 
on President Cvdenas against the possible expropriation early 
in March, it was generally believed that his sympathies were all 
with Mexico. A goodly proportion of Cardenas’s success in liberal 
reform had been due to the co-cxisiencc of Franklin D. Roose- 
velt’s New Deal administration, for both governments were 
ostensibly working for the same ends — the alleviation of the suf- 
ferings of the underprivileged. One of the greatest boons be- 
stowed on Cardenas was the ambassadorship of fosephm Daniels, 
who had proved a staunch ally of his social program. But when 
the Mexicans had first heard of bis appointment in 1933 many 
were wrathful. They remembered that it was Daniels who, as 
secretary of navy, on Woodrow Wilsons command had ordered 
the marines to take Vera Cruz in 1914. “Dirty swine, both, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and josephw Daniels,” the znxi-gringos 
cried. Some tried to wreck Daniels's train. Others threw stones 
at the embassy. An American who really knew Daniels and who 
witnessed the stone-throwing said with assurance, to his com- 
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panion, “The time will come when they will be throwing roses 

to him.” 

Soon the people learned to their gratification that back in the 
United States Mr. Daniels was considered a champion of the 
underprivileged and that he had fought Standard Oil. Before the 
first year of Cdrdcnas’s administradon was ended, the common 
people had accepted the ambassador as a friend. They even said, 
“He considers the rights and happiness of alien masses as impor- 
tant as the pocketbooks of his compatriots.” He seemed in com- 
plete accord with the tenet of the Cardenas regime that “the 
end of production is not more goods but the most efficient satis- 
faction of human necessities.” He did not delight the privileged, 
however, but he grinned amiably at their disapproval and sipped 
his tomato juice, while they drank their martinis. When he left 
Mexico he was more popular with the citixens at large than any 
American ambassador had ever been, not even excepting that 
most able and charming gentleman, Dwight Morrow. And his 
feelings for L^aro Cardenas were best expressed in his last 
telegraphed message to him: “You have made your place m 
history alongside of Benito JuSrez.” Cvdcnas had great need of 
the American ambassador’s friendship and faith in the two criu- 
cal years that followed Secretary Hull’s reassuring note of March 
thirtieth, 1938. 

Mexico’s right to expropriate having been publicly rcognized 
by the United States government, now the problem was the in- 
demnity. How much? That question was to be the focal point of 
much grief. The companies now demanded four hundred million 
dollars for indemnification. Such an absurd and staggering 
amount was obviously beyond the power of Mexico to pay. Cfr- 
denas sent the noted economist Jesus Silva Herzog, to examine 
the companies’ books and arrive at a reasonable figure for just 
settlement. As a basis of appraisal Silva Herzog accepted the 
companies’ own declared valuation for taxes as of December, 
1936. This was like a blow beneath the belt to them. Then, cal- 
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culating this shrunken amount; toother with unearthed sums 
of back taxes due and unpaid compensation to workers under 
the cxbting labor laws, he figured that Mexico owed the com- 
panies no more than fifty million pesos. From these two poles, 
naturally a deadlock ensued, to last for three years. However, 
to the rage of the others, one of the American companies, Sin- 
clair, was smart enough to settle rather promptly for eight mil- 
lion dollars, the arbitration figure arrived at for the value of 
buildings, machinery, and equipment. Some of the other Ameri- 
can companies and all the British not only held out for an 
absurd valuation on their material properties, but also demanded 
compensation for subsoil wealth to be taken in the future. 

On April first, 1938, President Roosevelt announced that the 
basis of just indemnity would be measured by the actual unamor- 
tlzed investment. The oil companies laughed sardonically — and 
Hooded the newspapers with their claims for more than four 
hundred million dollars. At the same time, the propagandists 
spread the insinuation that Mexico was economically bankrupt 
and unable to pay anything at all. 

On May fourteenth, Cardenas himself offered a solution of the 
oil indemnification problem. *‘lnasmuch as forty per cent of our 
oil production is consumed on the domestic market,” he said, 
“there remains sixty per cent for export- After deducting produc- 
tion costs, the balance will be left as a guarantee for the payment 
of the oil indemnity over the ten-year period fixed by the cor- 
responding decree and the expropriation law.” This was exaedy 
what was done three years later. The truth is, of course, that the 
oil companies did not want to arrive at an arbitrated figure. 
They did not want to be paid. They wanted the oil fields re- 
turned to them. 

The economic situation in Mcmeo grew more critical. And 
then the American owners of the Mexican silver industry brought 
pressure to bear on Washington. Shortly, news came that the 
United States would resume purchases of Mexican silver but at 
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the iegu\ai New York maiket pike and not at t^ preferential 
figure paid to Canada and formerly paid to Mexico. 

Though oil agents lobbied for intervention, New Deal Wash- 
ington with its “good-neighbor policy” never considered such a 
measure. President Roosevelt looked upon Mexico and Cardenas 
with especial warmth and cordiality. A moderately well-disposed 
neighbor to the south was imperative. War clouds were gathering 
in Europe. And all South America was watching the Big Neigh- 
bor. Secretary of State Hull, who had promptly acknowledged 
that Mexico was within her rights as a sovereign state to expro- 
priate, contended that cxproprbtion should be met with imme- 
diate compensation. Cardenas wanted to pay. But, with his de- 
pleted treasury, to pay cash at once would have meant the rupture 
and perhaps the destruction of his whole social program. Wr. 
Hull sent a few reminding not« to Mexico. Gr3dually> a* 
months passed, they became sharper in phraseology. Mr. Hull 
scolded, as was natural and to be expected for policy’s sake. He 
was even accused of hounding which the Mexican government 
had not expected. 

The tone of the first diplomatic notes from England infunatco 
the Mexican government, but they were answered with restraint 
by the foreign minister. The British were more incensed than 
the Americans. They had more to lose. The American wells 
were less valuable and contained only a few more years’ supply- 
The British-owned Pozo Rica was the second potentially richest 
in the world; it had only recently been tapped, and was cur- 
rently producing about two-thirds of the total oil. In April, His 
Majesty’s government said it had reached the conclusion “that 
the real reason for expropriation was the political desire of 
acquiring permanently for Mexico the advantages of the prop- 
erty and the oil fields ; that the expropriation was equivalent to 
confiscation carried out under the appearance of legality based 
on labor difficulties.” They intiinatcd that the return of the 
British-owned properties would be the only satbfactory solution. 
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On May eleventh, Hb Majesty’s Government sent a communica- 
tion of protest, weighted with demands. It listed all the arrears 
in interest and principal on damage claims on British property 
in the revolutionary decade igto-igio, plus the railway debt and 
the land-expropriation claims. It also suggested its right to exam- 
ine and analyze Mexico’s internal situation. In somewhat stodg}’ 
syntax the note expressed pained surprise tinctured with British 
disdain. 

“His Majesty's Government cannot but regard failure of the 
Mexican Government to discharge even their existing obligations 
as in itself rendering unjustified an expropriation, an essential 
condition of the validity of which would be the payment of full 
and adequate compensation amounting in the case of the oil 
expropriations to a very large sum. . . . My government must 
in any case request the immediate payment of the sum of 
370,9fa.7i pesos which fell due the first of last January.” 

Cirdenas replied immediately by sending the demanded check 
for the exact amount, including the seventy-one centavos. In lus 
accompanying reply he denied categorically Great Britain’s right 
“to analyze the internal situation of Mexico." With cool sarcasm 
he reminded His Majesty's Government — ^without direedy men- 
tioning the famous war debt to the United States — that “even 
powerful states cannot always pride themselves on punctual pay- 
ment of all their pecuniary (^ligations.” With that caustic fare- 
well to England, he recalled the Mexican ambassador and sev- 
ered diplomatic relations. Again Cardenas had broken precedent, 
but he had added prestige to Mexico’s national sovereignty. 
“After all,” as Virginia Prewett remarked, “you can count on 
your fingers the men who have ever been in a position to slap 
the British Empire in the face — and get away with it.” 

In April of 1938 the Mexican government had found itself 
involved in big business in a big way. First, units sabotaged by 
the oil companies had to be res tored as best they could. Then, 
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millions of pesos went into building decent houses for the 
workers. Other houses were painted; toilets were installed. Man- 
agers’ spacious private homes became workers’ clubs. Cinnamon- 
colored and orange-brown children were permitted in the com- 
pany swimming pools formerly kept exclusively for whites. 

At first the oil workers outdid themselves in an effort to make 
a success. They worked overtime without extra pay. The runs 
even became longer. The storage tanks filled. But where was the 
market? 

In his message accompanying the decree, Cardenas had said 
that Mexican oil would not be available for fascist countries. A 
week after expropriation Cardenas announced that Mexico 
hoped to sell all her oil to the democracies. He said he wanted 
especially to trade with the United States. He feared that any 
greatly increased commerce with Germany might tend w 
heighten Nazi political influence in Mexico, which he ever dis- 
trusted. “We need the help of our neighbors,” he said, “and if 
our neighbors do not help us, we will have to manage as best wc 
can by ourselves.” 

But the democtadcs wetc not in the market for Mexican oil. 
Moreover, when Mexico tried to sell her oil elsewhere, there were 
no tankers available. The international cartel had seen to that. 
An Associated Press dispatch from London on May third stated: 
“A complete boycott of Mexican oil is reported to have been 
ordered by Shell, with a threat of refusing to have any further 
dealings with any concern which ships, purchases, or otherwise 
handles Mexican oil.” In Mexico, Shell agents began spying to 
ascertain the movements of tankers, so as to impose full penalty 
on anyone who disregarded the boycott. Fearing reprisals from 
England, the little nations with tankers dared not transport Mcxi' 
can oil at any freight rate. When a few loads of Mexican oil did 
arrive at Swedish ports, British agents there claimed the cargo 
and held up the unloading. England attempted to embargo boats 
carrying oU to France. United States oil machinery and supply 
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companies that sold to Standard declined to sell the necessary 
equipment to the Mexicans. They returned certified checks to 
the Mexican government and frankly said they dared not deal 
with Mexico for fear of Standard s wrath. In May, 1939, a con- 
tract for twenty-eight large trucks to be supplied from Ameri- 
can manufacturers was canceled because of pressure brought by 
enemies of Mexico. Other companies refused credit. When Mex- 
ico had tankers built in I{aly, Great Britain refused to permit 
delivery through her blockade. Rather than let Mexico use the 
tankers, she stupidly let them be confiscated by the Italian gov- 
ernment after the World War was on. 

The screws of relentless economic warfare were turned on 
Cirdenas without mercy. But he managed to endure and come 
through the ordeal incorruptible and unbowed. With no cash 
and no market, Cardenas— completely against his desire — had to 
turn in the end to Germany and barter oil for machinery parts. 
The Axis powers only would buy Mexican oil— and they bought 
well below the world market price. So the great democracies 
literally threw Mexico into the orbit of Axis influence. Mexico’s 
imports from Germany went up by leaps and bounds as United 
States exports to Mexico fell. In 1939 Mexico's economic survival 
depended on trade with Germany, Italy, and Japan. Oil<ompany 
propaganda had the nerve to denounce the Mexican government 
bitterly for aiding the Axis war preparations — at the very time 
that United States boats were groaning under cargoes of scrap 
iron for Japan. “Wc were made to appear traitors and scoun- 
drels,” said a righteously resentful Mexican, “because wc sold oil 
to the totalitarians so that our people could cat bread, after the 
markets of the world had been closed to us. What did the United 
States and England expect us to do with the oil? Drink it for 
sustenance?” 

The ejected oil companies desired above everything else to 
bring about the fall of Cardenas. Certain American journal- 
ists admitted freely that they had come on assignment to launch 
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a campaign against the Mewcan government. They were inter- 
ested in only one side of the amtroversy. They made no effort 
to ascertain the truth. They tried to implant the idea in the 
United States that Mexico vras in a chaotic and anarchistic state. 
By their falsifications and exaggerations they temporarily ruined 
the tourist trade. They did incaloilahlc harm in creating mutual 
distrust and hatred between the next-door neighbors. 

The most harmful propaganda was the attempt to create the 
impression that Cardenas intended to confiscate all foreign busi- 
ness. He had no intention of doing anything of the kind. Car- 
denas was sufficiently realistic to know that foreign capital was 
a necessity to Mexican economy. He only asked that foreign busi- 
ness be willing to abide by the laws of the land, which arc 
extremely generous to foreign business. Never once did C£rdenas 
voice an intention of destroying free enterprise. He would fight 
to the death an out-and-out government control of business, for 
there was no assurance that control might not swing back to 
the conservatives. To foreign investors he said, uncquivocablys 
“Medco is a sovereign nation. Those foreign businesses which 
respect the laws will be undisturbed. Those who defy the laws 
must risk the consequences.” 

In Mexico, the oil propagandists strove to turn the nation 
against Cardenas, to blame him for all crop failures, to implant 
the idea that his faulty sense of economics had impoverished the 
country. With the loss of taxes from the haciendas, as well as 
those from foreign business, the government finances were in a 
critical position. Local business men in Mexico soon took occa- 
sion to conduct a “grudge fight” wdth plenty of malice bdiind 
it. The upper-class enemies of Cardenas made the confused opin- 
ion more confounded by saying everywhere, “Cardenas is the 
Great Destroyer of Mexico.” 

But the oil companies continued to bring pressure on Wash- 
ington and the Democratic administration to do something more 
drastic. In its later notes the State Department said less about the 
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oil, but began pressing Mexico to pay the agrarian claims, 
amounting to some ten million dollars. The claims over which 
Washington pretended to be so agitated were mostly made in 
behalf of a few very rich American landowners. In the days of 
astronomical New Deal figures, certainly a paltry ten million dol- 
lars could mean little to the United States, whereas it was a 
significant amount to Mexica While the claims were being vali- 
dated by a commission, Mexico agreed to pay a million dollars 
a year towards the final indemnification. 

As the election year of came, the United States adminis- 
tration seemed to feci it had to do some appeasing of that part 
of the American public which had been lured by propaganda 
into taking the oil companies’ side. On April third, x^o, the 
State Department sent (he stificst note of all, not only asking that 
the oil question be submitted to international arbitration, but 
suggesting that unsettled matters of seven decades past be arbi- 
trated. Mexico's experience with internadonal arbitration had 
not been too agreeable, for when the Cbamizal territory question 
was arbitrated in Mexico's favor in 1911 the United States de- 
clined to accept the decision. 

Relations ^tween the neighboring republics became more 
strained, but Cardenas was firm against any anti-American 
demonstration. He seemed to be trying to give his people the 
idea that Washington’s unfriendly acts were "innocent errors 
into which the oil trusts had forced her.” A few Mexicans inter- 
preted the matter differently and said, with a wink, “Both gov- 
ernments are playing the same game.” 

Jose Vasconcelos, who was in self-exile in the United States 
at the time, created a mild sensation, though it hardly rose above 
the whispering stage, by suggesting that Washington did not look 
on the oil expropriations with urudultcrated disfavor. Since 
Great Britain had controlled more than two-thirds of the Mexi- 
can output, was it really so sad that she had been ousted from her 
strong position? Might not the United States come in reasonable 
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time — by indirect if not direct methods — to have complete control 
of Mexico’s oil? Whatever lay behind Vasconcclos’ supposition, 
however angry his temerity in voicing such an idea made the 
United States State Department, the fact is that today in 1944 
many Mexicans arc inclined to accept the interpretation. 

Without any thought whatct'cr of the British holdings, cer- 
tainly the average United States citizen questioned on the street 
in 1938 sided with Mexico. Despite the mighty machinations of 
the oil corporations, Cardenas, backed by Mexico, had really won 
in his two-and-a-half year war tvith them, and the majority of 
the American public svere glad of the fact. 

“The act of expropriation,” wrote Professor Alfred B. Thomas 
at the time, “bids fair to create in 1938 Mexico’s economic inde- 
pendence to parallel her political independence initiated in iSio- 
If on first thought the view seems too sanguine, it may be re- 
membered that real political independence had not been won 
a whole century later. Cirdenas’s act in throwing off the yoke 
of the oil companies pointed the beginning of the end of what 
the Mexicans speak of as “colonial economic servitude.” And 
this economic independence is a consummation which the epoch- 
making principle of the “good neighbor” is committed to fur- 
thering, regardless of the notes the State Department sent in 
policy. 



26. Unorthodox 

"They are at the mercy of their own natures" 

D. H. LAWRENCE 

Shortly after the severance of relations with Great Britain, old 
General Saturnino Cedillo let loose his expected rebellion. The 
aggrieved oil men as well as the Nazb were accused of cncour- 
aging and supporting it. A German, Baron von Merck, had been 
employed to give military instruction to Ccdillo’s peons and his 
political sycophants, and everyone knew that the chieftain main* 
tained a private army as well as a private chapel. Cedillo, an 
illiterate and tricky Indian, who had begun his career as a land- 
hungry Zapatista and had become a millionaire landlord, was 
one of the “personalities” of the Clrdenas regime. Shrewdly, 
for political reasons and to conciliate the alarmed clerics, Cdr* 
denas had chosen this anti-Calles, pro-Caiholic cacique to fill 
the atheistic Garrido Canibal’s post as minister of agriculture in 
1935. Cedillo stayed in the high position long enough to disprove 
utterly his pretended championship of agrarianism. Cardenas, 
who knew that Cedillo was trying to plot his downfall, kept 
such a wary eye on him that he could hatch no mischief. The 
chieftain stuck it out until August of 1937, and then resigned to 
return to San Luis Potosi, where he was as much a “kingfish” as 
Huey Long was in Louisiana- 

On May fifth, 1938, less than two months after the oil expro- 
priation, the San Luis Potosi legislature, which was bought and 
paid for by Cedillo, formally withdrew recognition from the 
Cardenas government. Cardenas made a characteristically quick 
move. He ordered the presidential train. Despite disturbing news 
of wrecks and blown-up bridges, and with a somewhat nervous 
245 
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staff, he proceeded straight to the dty of San Luis PotosL CediUo 
with his troops took to the nearby hills. As if all were peace and 
brotherly love, Cardenas established himself in the adminbtra- 
tion budding and received petitioners. Ownership of the vast 
holdings of Cedillo was to be transferred in parcels to the peas- 
ants who worked the land. New schools were ordered. The town 
was to have running water in all districts. Streets were to be 
paved and sidewalks made. Public assistance was to function m 
reality as well as name. Cardenas was greeted with cheers wher- 
ever he appeared. 

In a public address, the president exhorted Cedillo and his 
rebels to return to ways of peace and patriotism. He was the 
old brigand’s best apologist— “the general is not a well man, 
he said- As a defiant answer, the airport was bombed. One bomb 
dropped close to Cardenas’s place of residence. Leaflets, too, 
from the air, urging all people to join the rebellion. Cirdenas 
now lose patience and sent federal troops to bring back Cedillo 
alive. He offered amnesty to all rdicls who confessed the ettot 
of thdr ways. Except for some few hundreds of insurrectionists 
hiding in the hills, the revolt evaporated. Cardenas returned to 
Mexico, leaving the social aspect of San Luis Polosi marvelously 
transformed. Twenty days after the abortive beginning, the dis- 
turbance was over. In a skirmish between the fedcrals and the 
guerrUlcros, Cedillo met hb death. “It’s too bad the old man 
got killed,” Cardenas said, regretfully. All the captured offenders 
he pardoned. 

One sidelight on the critical time w’as of especial significance. 
When in the midst of the rebellion Cardenas spoke from San 
Lub Potosi on world peace, talking cner a hcmbphcric radio 
hook-up, he was introduced by the counselor of the United 
States embassy. It was like 3 personal reassurance from Wash- 
ington that no matter w'hat the United States was doing to him 
in regard to oil ciproprbiions, at heart the New Deal adminis- 
tration was still hb “good neighbor” and was going to stand by 
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him. Another illuminatinj; »k!clight on me ro’oh wis that the 
church iupponai the radical, unorthoilox Cirdena* againit die 
militant Otholic Ccdillo. 

In the miiltt of the grricral unrest over the rebellion foHmving 
the oil criiit, the Arclibiihop of Mexico counseled hit people to 
support their gmernment wholelieattedly in the hour of crisis. 
It was a gracious as srcll as a sagacious gesture. For though Clr- 
derm lixl not imlulged in die cliurch persecution of former 
administrations, he was known to have little faidi in the beneiiu 
of ofganiied religion as praaiced in Mcxica To the horror of 
die clergy, Ordenai liaj once said: “Men have enough trouble 
here on earth without adding heavens troubles." Hut lits atti- 
tude imvanls the church problem was quite diderent from that 
of Callrs. It is not in Cardenas's nature to persecute. And in his 
first year in aTice he had provesl his determination to permit no 
bloody strife between anti-CathoIics and Catholics— even at the 
expense of exiling a friend. Tlie man who was punisheil for anti- 
clerical agitation was Tomis Garrido Canibal, that ibmboyant 
one-lime dletaror of Tabasco whom Cirdenas had made his 
secretary of agriculture before Cedillo. 

When Cirdcnai vuited Tabasco during his presidential cam- 
paign he had been impressed with many of the social reforms 
and services Garrido Canibal had rstablislicd. In the election 
he had cast his complimentary %-otc for the Tabasean governor. 
But he had not counted on his minister bringing a troop of his 
clcrgy4)aittng Rnl Shirts with him to the capital. When they 
creatttl a horrible disturbance by killing five persons coming 
out of church in suburban Tacubaya, Cirdenai shortly dispensed 
with Garrido CanilMl's services and sent him to Costa Rica on a 
vague "agricultural mission" whuh was tantamount to exile. In 
*93^. when sanguinary riots folionTd the reopening of a Catholic 
church in Tabasco, Cirslenas told the local authorities to repeal 
the state's drastic anti-churcli legislation and to permit a limited 
number of prktts to hold services. He assured the clergy they 
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might appeal to the courts for protection if there should be any 

further persecution. 

Though Cardenas was gentle in dealing with the church, he 
was not uncritical. He was thoroughly aware of the church’s 
costly retardation of the whole revolutionary program. He held 
the clergy guilty for a great percentage of the backwardness of 
the masses, for much of the miserable exploitation they had stif- 
fered through centuries. But as long as the church did not ac- 
tively try to interfere in politics he was content to let it be. 

Cardenas wanted to get the people, psychologically, off their 
knees. It pained him to sec the fanatically devout crawling up 
the hill to the shrine at Guadalupe with cactus spines bloodying 
their bared chests and backs. One could be humble and even 
worshipful, he said, without prostrating oneself on the p^^^' 
ment of the church. ^Vhen the Archbishop of Jalisco told the 
members of the Catholic labor unions that “God docs not look 
with compassion on those who arc discontented with their fate,” 
and that “the Saviour loves those who arc resigned and submis- 
sive, Cardenas had a counter charge: “Every hour spent on 
your knees, he said, “is an hour stolen from humanity." And 
when a delegation of Indians told him they believed in him and 
his social program, but that they could not give up their saints, 
Cardenas smiled indulgently and said: “If you must worship 
God in church, go ahead. But don’t let yourselves be exploited in 
the process.” 

Whatever the kingdom of God might be, Cardenas could not 
subscribe to the idea that it was symbolized by robed pageantry 
and ostentatious ritual. The kingdom of God, as he saw it, could 
be found only in nature and in the hearts of men. The spirit of 
conciliation was, of course, a segment of it. He would be con- 
ciliatory tip to the point where conciliation would not work 
against the general welfare of mankind. In his compassion for 
humanity, in his unscifed devcHion for serving his brothers, 
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Cirdcnas, the unbeliocr, approaciicd lomc pliasc* of the Christ 
ideal as closel)' as good pastors do. 

The new liberal archbishop. Luis Martinez, who came from 
Cardenas’s home state of i^fichoacin, did his part to faring about 
a rapproclicment between church and government He went so 
far as to say to his people: “It is charity for man to want to 
realize the ss-ill of his fellon' man at if it were hit own, and it is 
a greater good to achie\-c concord and harmony among our 
hrothers than to achieve realization of the highest ideals and 
holiest aims." 

Cirdenas was grateful. Relations between church and state 
steadily impros-cd. Churcli festivals became publicized. The press 
began using pliotographi of weddings, christenings, communions. 
The most vehemently antt<terical states alimved the reopening 
of a limited number of churches. The cornentonc of a brand- 
new church in Mexico City was consecrated. The four hundredth 
anniversary of the miracle of (he Virgin of Guadalupe was cele- 
brated with magnificent pomp. Hi^ churchmen from South 
America helped to ofBcuce, and the entire diplomatic corps at- 
tended one gala celebration. Cirdenas himself did not appear at 
any of the festivities. He could not bring himself to lend hb 
presence to a religious ceremony of even such national and Indian 
significance. He knew his appearance would have been misin- 
terpreted as cither sanction or political hypoerby. 

But by no means was Cardenas opposed to any religious activ- 
ity which he deemed helpful to his people. He could not sub- 
scribe (o dogma, but he virtually said: “Though I cannot be 
bound by any forms, if you propose a free church, where Chrbt 
b a living reality, and where brotherhood is the only creed, I 
shall give you my full support.” By chance he found a nondc- 
nominatlonal religion he could approve of, in the faith of an 
American linguistic missionary. 

One day reports came to the president of something uncom- 
mon going on in the Aztcc-^peaking village of Tctcicingo, near 
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the town o£ Cuautla, where ^pata is buried. A man had planted 
vegetables in the village square and was encouraging the Indians 
to cat something besides corncakes and beans. The man was also 
teaching Spanish to the Indians and learning Aztec himself. 
Cardenas called for his automobile and went to investigate. 

He found a soft-spoken, sandjr-haired fellow with a soft-spoken, 
sandy-haired wife living in a trailer at the edge of the dirt plaza. 
The man, whose name was Cameron Townsend, came originally 
from California; his Swedish wife, from Chicago. They were 
nonsectarian missionaries. Townsend was a teacher of linguistics 
and the gospel of Jesus Christ. He was not an ordained minister; 
he had studied philology and sociology in college, but not theol- 
ogy. His meager support and that of his missionary student 
workers came from numerous churches in the United States. He 
had taught in Guatemala and had translated the New Testament 
into one of the most difficult dialects prevalently spoken. When 
questioned by Cdrdenas, Townsend modestly explained that his 
objective was a desire, prompted by Christian convictions, to 
serve his fellow man. He was interested in the welfare of hu- 
manity and especially of the Indians of Mexico, and he had 
come to live among them, to have a small part in the Mexican 
government’s movement in behalf of the Indian peoples. He 
had discovered that at least two million of them were completely 
foreign to the life of the nation as regards language, customs, 
social standards and economic progress. Another desire was to 
have those portions of the Biblical testament of good will and 
brotherly love translated into and published in all the Indian 
languages. 

When Cardenas asked him why he had chosen Tctcicingo, 
Townsend answered smilingly that he had heard it was the 
dirtiest and most backward v^age in the state of Morelos. But 
the town authorities had been hospitable and had permitted the 
strangers to locate their trailer and erect a bamboo shed in the 
square between the tosvn Iial! and one of the seven Catholic 
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chufclics. The ministry of lalior in the apttal had been helpful. 

Cirdenas found the pbza had been plantetl out to trees, 
flowers, and vegetables, and now servcti as an esperimental sta- 
tion for nesv crops, as ss-ell as a park. Beeti, carrots, cabbages, 
and turnip greens were flourishing. The surplus w-afer which 
l»ad formed bogs for breeding mosquitoes had been utilized for 
ungation. Pipes had been lakl to introduce drinking water into 
the sections of town that had none. Townsend had obtained an 
old truck to teach the Indians how to drive, so the village women 
would not have to go so many miles on foot each day to Cuautla 
to sell their tortillas. A campaign to exterminate the ant pest 
had been initiated. An edition of ten thousand copies of the 
Townsend method of tcacliing the illiterate to read in Spanish 
was on the press in Mexico City, and an Aztec primer was being 
prepared. Privies, entirely unknosvn before, were being built. 
As an inspiration to clanliness, some houses bad been whiiC' 
washed inside as well as out. Two cows had been provided for a 
community dairy, and Townsend had taught some of the older 
boys how to milk and care for the animals. 

Cdrdctus was impressed with the praaical aspects of the 
missionaries' work, and he was assured of the sincerity of the 
strangers svhen he saw how the well-bred Mrs. Townsend, with 
a serious heart disorder, could live in a bamboo hut without 
esscnibl comforts. He liked the articulate religion of the Town- 
sends because of its social message. He liked its simple leaching 
of the gospel of brotherly love. Here, be said, was something 
worth supporting; whereas, for him, a church which preached 
largely the gospel of "charity among the rich and patience among 
the poor" was moribund. He determined to make things as easy 
as possible for the fifty-odd student missionaries from the United 
States who had been trained by Townsend and who were going 
into the hinterland in pairs to study the Indian tongues, to trans- 
late the New Testament, and to bring some enlightenment to 
the primitive. 
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to say, without straining truth, “C^denas gave these things to 

the people ” It is what the masses say today. 

The president admitted unreservedly the government’s limi- 
tations in the completion of its program for “economic, mate- 
rial, and moral construction” He confessed freely the govern- 
ment’s inability to solve all the needs of the country, "though 
using every resource and struggling against the power of intcr- 
■ national finance.” “But,” he asked his critics, “what program of 
economic recuperation do you propose as a substitute.?” And 
challenging both the muttering reactionaries and communists, he 
demanded, “What does the opposition offer.?” He answered for 
them: “Only a new era in which the hatreds and resentments 
of a few people will seek to revenge themselves.” 

C£rdcnas is the only Mexican revolutionary chief executive 
who did not turn more or less comervative before he went out 
of office. When his six-year term was ended, he was of the same 
opmions as when it began. At the end of his regime, on being 
asked by an American writer if the Revolution were over, the 
president looked profoundly grave at such a question. “As long 
as there are villages without water, as long as thousands of vil- 
lages arc asking for land,” he said, “how can we stop the Revolu- 
tion ? As long as forty per cent still work at starvation wages on 
other people’s property, the Revolution must go on.” 
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“No inJitfiduol, public or private, in these 
current years has more magnificently or more 
significantly served the tndian~-and therefore 
more hat served huma/t jutsiee and the spirit 
of manhjnd — than President Cdrdenasl‘ 

JOIIM cotxm, COMMIUIOVEIL OF 
INDtAN AFFAIU OF THE UNIItD 
STATES OOS’EJlN.KrtW. 

To bring some coherence to politics, and to find a suitable suc> 
cessor for Cirdenas, the PNR was reorganized into the Party of 
the Mexian Rcvotuiion— PRM. ft was reorganized on the basis 
of men's elastos and occupations: Farm, labor, army, and a group 
Called “the people " Each sector was to fill certain offices. The 
sectors were to select their own candidates and support them in 
the clectioiu. For a man to be a presidential candidate at least 
three seaors bad to agree on him, before the choice was official. 
As its guiding principle the new organization stated “without 
any reservation whatsoever we accept the democratic form of 
government.” 

The search for a successor was camesr, sincere, and thorough. 
But in the length and breadth of the land there seemed to be 
no one of the caliber of Lizaro Cardenas. Finally the choice was 
reduced to a handful of generals, and then to two. One of these 
was by far more colorful than the other, and he had plajxd a 
much bigger role in the Revolution. He was Cardenas’s close 
friend Francisco Mdgica, a defiant leftist, eleven years his senior. 
It was Mugica who had been the chief begetter of some of the 
3X7 
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didate not sponsored by the PRM. They found a strong one in 
General Juan Andreu Almazan of Monterrey. He was able, con- 
servative, very rich. His expansive, smiling personality was the 
sort to catch the popular imagination. He was nominated for 
the presidential candidacy by the Committee for National Re- 
construction, which emerged as PRUN. 

Almazan was a good campaigner. He won votes whenever 
he appeared. His speeches were better than Avila Camachos. 
And they, too, were middle-of-the-road in most aspects. Almaz^ 
said he would not please “those enemies of the Mexican Revolu- 
tion who wish to make roe a tool for a reactionary program that 
will return to them their abolished privileges.” His program 
was statesmanlike. He promised to give personal title to those 
ejidal lands turned over to the peasants. He declared a generous 
appeasement program to the church. In regard to organized labor 
he said: “Class war should exist, but it must be carried on within 
the law, with the resolve to find the road of co-operation.” To 
business he said; “It will be necessary— and formnately the 
Mexican Revolution is ripe for it — to encourage the national spirit 
of enterprise, surrounding legitimate investors with the guaran- 
tees amply compatible with the generous laws of the Revolution.” 

As the opposition watched the public response to the Almazin 
sentiments, more and more of his ideas seemed to take root in 
the speeches of Avila Camacho. By March third, Almazan was 
accusing PRM of stealing his thunder. “They no longer speak 
of radicalism, of social education,” he said, ‘“^cy are no longer 
proclaiming the dictatorship of the proletariat. . . . They pre- 
dict harmony. . . . They pretend to be defenders of the family, 
of the small property owners, of the freedom of worship, and 
they repudiate communism.” 

But Avila Camacho had always been an enemy of communism 
and a defender of the small property owner and a believer in 
freedom of worship. His ruling passion was to create harmony- 
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It was because of bis harmonizing quafitics that Cardenas felt 
comfortable about his nomination. Still, as the winds blowing 
from all quarters foretold a conwg counter-rcs'olution whoever 
won the elections, Avila Camacho did direct same of the thunder 
to his own uses. 

It was the women, though, who nearly defeated him. Cardenas 
had advocated votes for ss'omen and had just missed achieving 
his aim. If woman suffrage had been granted and the women 
had voted, Almazdn svould have sivept the cotiniry svith such an 
ovenvhelming majority that PRhf with all Its energy and in- 
genuity would hardly have had the face to claim victory. The 
women were for the church and against socialistic eduation. 
Beyond that, they hardly stopped to think. It was Cardenas who 
had made them rights^for-worocn^onseious. And though they 
could not cast a ballot themselves, they campaigned for Almaz^n, 
they held meetings, they arranged luncheons, they hung out ban* 
ners and threw flowers whenever their hero appeared. Priests 
praised and blessed their work. Many husbands Imew no peace 
until, to stop the women’s babble, they promised to vote for 
Almazan. When election day came the churches could not ac- 
commodate the female devotees at early Mass. And when Mass 
was over the women surged to the voting booths. They risked 
bricks and bullets. They formed cordons of encircling arms to 
prevent avilaeamachistas from voting. They stood as a barricade 
to protect (dmazanista machine gunners. Some met their death. 
Some with unabashed unscrupulousness encoumged their teen- 
age sons to vote, not only once, but several times. Aristocratic 
old dowagers who had rarely set their high-arched feet on city 
pavements mingled freely with streetwalkers who hoped for the 
good old days again. Judy O’Gradys and colonels’ ladies were 
more than sisters under ie skin that day. Religious feeling in 
outdoor politics proved a great levdcr. “Don’t you sec,’’ said a 
as he scadted dte cnTwd*, ‘Vfjty’ we can't hate c(KSg)ete 
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best features of the 1917 constitution. The other candidate was 
also a personal friend of Cardenas, an unexciting, dependable 
man, just his age, and his current minister of defense. He was 
Manuel Avila Camacho. 

Although Avila Camacho was a brigadier-general before he 
was thirty, because of his unobtrusive personality a Mexican wit 
dubbed him “the unknown soldier.” In war he had made a 
reputation for fighting by persuasion, for gaining victory over 
his enemy not with the sword but with words. Cardenas bad 
found him invaluable as a trouble-shooter. In temperament and 
background the two men were in high contrast. Avila Camacho 
had only a trace of Indian blood if any, and he had none of that 
psychic understanding of die Indian which Cardenas possessed. 
He had never known poverty. He tvas completely tourgeois- 
bred. His parents were wcll-to^o. His older brother, Maximino, 
a horse fancier, was rich. His own favorite sport was polo, where 
his rating ranged between two and three goals. But he was not 
at all what might be called a “society man,” and, like Cdrdenas, 
he did not drink. Rarely was he to be seen at social functions. 
He was a homcloving family man, who adored his wife and who 
relished good and plenteous food. His aura was bland and 
amiable, but reserved. Conciliatory as he was, there was no out- 
ward mark of the politician about him. 

Cardenas would take no active part in choosing between the 
two likely candidates. Though closer to Mugica and owing much 
to him, Cardenas felt that Mugica’s emphatic leftist tendencies 
might work against the success of the party. And he also felt 
that with the world in turmoil and Mexico in a critical economic 
situation, it would perhaps be better to slow up and consolidate 
the social gains and revolutionary accomplishments than risk 
too far. 

The disjointed time was not right for Mugica’s candidacy. 
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And his kindness to Trotsky, the bitter enemy of Stalinist Lom- 
bardo Tolcdano, had turned the powerful CTM from him. 
When the more moderate National Farm Confederation (CNC) 
came out with surprising alacrity for Avila Camacho, its action 
put Lombardo Tolcdano on the spot. If he now supported Mu- 
gica, the popular front would be split. For him, it was a difSculc 
choice. Lombardo Tolcdano and Avila Camacho were born in 
the same little town, Tezuitlan, in Puebla. They had been boy- 
hood friends and desk-mates, and were still on friendly terms. 
Lombardo Tolcdano was entertained at the Avila Camacho ranch 
and there “an ag^cemi:nt was reached,” although the labor leader 
had misgivings about the lie-upt The most extreme radicals 
among his union members immediately began to lose faith in 
him. But with war threatening to engulf the globe, Lombardo 
Toledano himself was not avene to a harmonizing act 

The FRM nominated the bland, stolid Manuel Avila Camacho. 
His opening campaign speech was steadying and reassuring. 
There was not a hint of fireworks or even inspiration, but the 
Words were good if not forceful. The candidate declared that “the 
people’s conquests, the guarantees and rights of the peasants and 
working masses, are already an established fact that continues 
to progress in reality, law, and national consciousness.” And 
“these substantial conquests” — the land grants to rural workers, 
benefits to trade-union workers — ^hc affirmed to be “the founda- 
tion of our economic organization.” 

However lacking in specific statements, the speech presaged 
stability. How right Cardenas had been in fearing Mugica’s left- 
ist candidacy was proved by the fact that even the moderate Avila 
Camacho, who seemed uncommonly conservative compared to 
Cardenas, was not rightist enough for a large portion of the 
electorate, who demanded a complete change. The church, big 
business and small, former hacienda owners, and all the dis- 
satisfied and disgruntled groups were eager to back some can- 
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democracy here? Tlie Archbishop 06 Mexico would be elected 

president every time.” 

The election of July seventh was a noisy, bloody, shameful 
affair. Sirens shrieked like Judgment day as ambulances rushed 
through the streets to collect the wounded and the dead. Both 
sides were flagrantly guilty. Both sides cheated and stole and shot 
and maimed their opponents. Cardenas himself could not get to 
vote at his own chosen balloting booth in Calle Juan £scutla. A 
PRM general had “seixed the box” and closed the polls to prevent 
several hundred almazanistas &om voting. Cardenas hung around 
for forty minutes. While he waited the people enthusiastically 
shouted, “Viva cl General Cardenas!” But thej’ told him frankly, 
“Wc want Altnazin; you promised free elections.” Cardenas felt 
a bit sheepish; he had promised &ee elections and be could not 
even vote himself. “If Almazan wins,” he said, “he’ll be presi- 
dent.” By nightfall, after he had witnessed bloodshed and trick- 
ery at many polling centers, Cardenas shook hb head. “I’m afraid 
Mexico b not yet a democracy,” he said, wryly. 

But Almazdn was not the next president, though many people 
one meets in Mexico think he was elected, and will always think 
so. The popular Miguel Aleman, who managed Avila Camacho’s 
campaign, b willing to admit that Mexico City may have gone 
for Almazan, but he stoutly maintains that the country at large 
was behind Avila Camacha The most telling witticbm on the 
question came from Cantinfla^ Mexico’s great music-hall come- 
dian. In a skit, Cantinflas announces 10 hb stooge that he has 
decided he will be the next president of Mexico. “Why, who 
would vote for you?” scoffs the stooge. Cantinflas, grinning, 
comes back at him, “Who voted for Avila Camacho?” 

On the “official count,” released on July twelfth, the PRM 
officials rather overstated their claims. They gave their candidate 
a scvcntccn-toonc victory, 3,2^199 for Avila Camacho, 128,574 
for Almazan. The PRM committee pointed out that “the im- 
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promptu ballot boxes” set up by the almazanistas had been 
ejected. What the real figure which represented the mandate of 
the people was, no one knows accurately. But o'eryone acknowl- 
edges that Mexico proved herself not mature enough to permit 
an honest election. True democracy was something still to be 
defined for Mexico. 

Almaz£n had said, boldly, “If the will of the people is not 
recognized, I will know what to do to sec that it is respected.” 
To many of his coherents this was tantamount to threat of rev- 
olution. In the weeks that followed, Mexico was in that tense 
state of nerves that precedes civil strife. In the traditional way, 
Almazin had sailed for Cuba six days after the election returns 
were released. He had said to his cohorts, in farewell, “I shall 
return within a month to take my place as your leader.” He was 
reported fo be laying his case before the United States officials 
assembled at the Latin American Conference in Havana. For 
precaution, a mild purgation and suategic shifting of almazanitta 
officers in the army took place. Some prominent men accused 
of plotting rebellion were arrested and temporarily stowed away 
in prison. A plague of rumon infested the nation. Innumerable 
dates were set for the beginning of the fight. 

When the atmosphere was charged to the point of combustion, 
Cardenas made one of his unexpected moves. He went to the 
little town of Dolores in Guanajuato, where Father Hidalgo had 
launched the struggle for independence in 1810. It was near the 
heart of almazanitta territory. There on the night of September 
fifteenth he uttered the Grito del Dolores and made an address 
which was broadcast throughout the land. His words had a sober- 
ing effect. Six days later, in an authorized interview, President- 
elect Avila Camacho said, “I am a believer." The simple words 
were like holy oil cast upon tempestuous waters. Except for that 
scurrilous villain, Victoriano Huerta, no Mexican president since 
the enactment of 1857’s anti<lerical laws had made a public con- 
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fcssion o£ faith. As the Catholics sent up grateful prayers of 
thanksgiving for the president-elect’s confession, the revolutionary 
spirit ebbed. When the surprise nctvs came in mid-November 
that the Vice-President of the United States himself, Henry A. 
Wallace, would come to mtness the Avila Comacho inaugura- 
tion, the potential revolution was dead. 

Almazdn had not yet returned to lead the revolt. Belatedly, 
after four months of expectation, he arrived by plane on Novem- 
ber twenty-first. His followers had by now lost their zest. They 
had been ready to shed blood for hb cause, and he had let them 
down. Almazan put the blame on the United States government. 
The youths from conservative families cried out in disappoint- 
ment and resentment, “It has come to a pretty pass when our 
meddling neighbor won’t even let us have a nice little revolution 
when we want to.” But many older heads, who had endured 
revolutions in Mexico, had decided weeks before that time that 
peace and Cardenas’s candidate were better than bloodshed and 
Almazin. 

Almazan had lost his chance to be a popular hero, but he had 
wbcly followed the course of discretion rather than valor. Though 
contemptuously condemned by the militant in his party, he had 
proved himself a bigger man by holding the war dogs in leash. 

The pro-Nazb, ho%vcvcr, turned the Almazan renunciation 
into a field day of resentment-stirring against the United States. 
The tack taken was that Almazan had made a heroic sacrifice 
to forestall Yankee intervention. They now determined to poison 
the Wallace welcome. But their agitation in the subsidized press 
and with mobsters reacted sorely against them. Wallace’s visit 
was a triumph from the minute he crossed the border. The Mexi- 
cans found him natural and timpdtico and took him to their 
hearts. He knew more about agriculture, by which seventy per 
cent of the Mexicans made theu* fivmg, than they did. Before 
he came, he had studied Meziro’s economic situation and needs. 
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And he had gone to the Berlitz School in Washington and 
learned Spanish, so that he could speak with them in voice as 
well as spirit. His progress along the new Pan-American High- 
way Was a prolonged ovation. 

In frenzied exasperation at the way things were going, Nazi 
agents and certain almazanisias made up a mob to spoil Wal- 
lace’s entrance into the embassy. The street crowd was as decep- 
tively quiet as an expectant welcoming committee at first, and 
then at a signal burst forth with staccato shrieks of “Down with 
Wallace! Death to the gringos]" Wallace who bad been slipped 
into the residential entrance on Callc Londres, was happily un- 
aware of the disturbance before the main entrance on the boule- 
vard, where the late-arriving military and naval attaches had to 
do some slugging with their fists when attacked with blackjacks. 
Some bricks were hurled, and hundreds of Nazi handbills were 
passed out. Prominent Germans were seen skiiting the edges of 
the crowd to watch the success of their handiwork. They laughed 
to see the anti-Aoiericm missiles By, but they laughed out of the 
wrong side of their mouths. The Mexican press condemned them 
in strong ink. The capital outdid itself in honoring Wallace. 

On December first, the inauguration took place. After Cardenas 
had placed the silken insignia of office about the shoulders of the 
new president, the friends embraced with sincere and manly emo- 
tion. Then, not remaining for the official luncheon, Cardenss 
merged immediately into private life and political silence. At 
forty-five his work as chief executive was done. 

The year before, in 1939, the magazine Life had registered its 
opinion of “Cardenas’s bloodless Revolution’’ as “the kind that 
remakes the world without violence or spectacle.” Its editor had 
said: “If it works, the United States will eventually have a pros- 
perous neighbor, a huge, natural market for American manufac- 
tured goods. And a beginning will have been made in giving the 
submerged masses of Xatin America a share in their governments. 
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If it fails, Mexico will careen back into bloody, picturesque mak- 
ing civil warfare.” 

As to whether the Cardenas Revolution was a success, the sec- 
ond taxi driver an American observer chanced upon in Mexico in 
December, 1941, answered the question to the American’s satis- 
faction. “How can anyone,” the chauffeur said from his heart, 
“deny Cardenas’s good work? Now the poor people have some- 
thing to start life on! And they have shoes to put their feet in. 
Cardenas brought clean running water to the small towns, water 
that comes out of a fauccL Can you, a norteamericano, dream 
what that means to the mothers? Cirdenas made free education. 
I myself had only two years in school. At the age of seven I had 
to withdraw to work so that my little sisters could have some 
schooling. Now my own son already has thirteen years of educa- 
tion and is advanced in chemical engineering at the university. 
You understand the difference? The Indian is anabiiious for the 
first time. Is that not good for the future of Mexico?” 

Go almost anywhere within the width and length of Mexico 
today in and ask, “Who did this?” “Who did that?” The 
answer is so overwhelmingly “Cardenas” that it almost seems 
there was never any other chief executive. ‘The beautiful road 
to Acapulco?” “Cardenas.” “The spectacular highway to Guada- 
lajara?” “C£rdcnas.” “This bridge? That dam?” “Cardenas.” 
“Those irrigation works in progress?” “Cardenas began them.” 
“Tliat hospital? That orphanage? The children’s playground?” 
“Cardenas.” He gave and gave — the little things mounted up in 
alleviation of man’s distresses. A pipe line here, a district nurse 
there, a sanitary engineer, a thousand budded orange trees for 
this village, chemicals to purify water in another, scholarships 
for bright sons of poor soldiers. But, beyond all these material 
benefits, he gave the “forgotten man” a new hope. He led the 
common people out of a bondage that was centuries in arrears 
of conteropoi^ry dviOzotian. De^te the shortness of time and 
world events and the opposition of malicious forces mightier than 
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the Pharaohs, he brought his people within sight of a promised 
land. Then, without bidding them farewell, he retired, leaving 
them to pursue their own destiny under other leaders. As a pass- 
port to the future he had presented each with an imponderable 
gift that might be called “vision.” 



PART TEN 


HIGH PLACE IN THE HEMISPHERE 


28. A Good Left Hand 


"B'tf are here to deliherate on the fate of the 

Americaj." _ 

EZEQUUL PADIU^ 


A sound, well-integrated, and conciliatory man was precisely 
what Mexico needed in this critical transitional state— this emerg- 
ence from daring socialistic experimentation into temperate con- 
solidation. With his uncanny instinct, Cirdenas had chosen for 
chief executive that man best calculated to Jteep the pendulum 
from describing too drastic an arc to the right. By namre, Avila 
Camacho was nothing of an extremist or an experimentalist. He 
possessed none of Cardenas’s Hashing genius. “Equilibrium,” said 
one of his admirers pointedly, “is far better than genius in ad- 
ministrative politics. Genius is good for a writer, a musiaan, a 
painter. But it is apt to be dangerous in politics.” 

Avila Camacho stood almost squarely in the middle of the 
road. But that road was very different from the Mexican road 
of 191D. It was a road that had been three decades in the process 
of construction, ever since Madera offered the first plans for a 
section of it It was a road laid out for the general welfare, and 
had been reinforced and extended through successive administra- 
tions, sabotaged under Victoriano Huerta, pushed ahead fever- 
ishly under Cardenas. But thou^ Arila Camacho’s feet were 
planted firmly in the middle way, his heart was imdoubtedly on 
the left side with Cardenas. 

3S0 
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When he took office three outstanding objectives of the Revolu- 
tion had already been accomplished. Except in isolated cases, 
agrarian feudalism was a thing of the past — sixty million acres 
had been cut off from big estates and allotted to peasants. The 
power of the Catholic church had been radically restricted. So 
many rural schools had been built that Mexico had definitely 
begun its march toward total literacy. 

The new president did not consider the Revolution finished, 
but he knew the time had come for it to check up on itself, to 
measure solid gains against flaws, errors, abuses. As soon as he 
was in power he began to speak much of “evolution.” After a 
tempestuous reign of three decades King Revolution was dead. 
Long live the King Evolutionl 

Where Cardenas had overwhelmingly put the emphasis of his 
government on uplifting the common man, Avila Camacho 
promised “to govern for all.” Since as a school boy his ruling 
principle had been a desire for harmony, now into his cabinet 
the new president brought a remarkable fusion of allegiances and 
ideologies. Close friends and followers of ex-presidents were 
given portfolios. The opulently gifted, world-visioned Ezequiel 
Padilla, whose eloquence had often caused him to be chosen as 
his spokesman by President Callcs, was made minister of foreign 
affairs. Level-headed Francisco Xavier Gaxiola, former private 
secretary of the business-man president, Abclardo Rodriguez, 
became minister of public economy. Portes Gil was represented 
by the progressive new minister of agriculture, Marte Gomez. 
But Cardenas men got the majority of cabinet positions. The 
only one of first importance, however, who remained precisely in 
his place was Eduardo Suarez, the astute minister of finance 
under Cardenas. The brilliant, intellectual Ramon Bctcta, former 
undersecretary of foreign affairs and the personal adviser to whom 
Cardenas was most devoted, was shifted to the post of under- 
secretary of finance. Another close personal friend of the cx- 
presldent, the forceful Francisco Castillo Najera, was left in his 
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strategic post as ambassador to the United States. The most con- 
servative member of the cabinet was the president’s own brother 
Maximino, who shortly was made minister of communications. 
The top place, that of minister of the interior, went to the young- 
est among them, the personable energetic Miguel Alemdn, who 
had conducted the Avila Camacho campaign. 

Important positions outside the cabinet were divided among 
those of diverse persuasions. The erudite, pro-Spanish, intensely 
Catholic Jose Vascoticclos, who had exiled himself under Calles 
and who had been permitted to return to Mexico in 1939 under 
Cardenas, was made director of the National Library. 

In his first year, many advisers urged the new president to pur- 
sue what they called “energetic policies.” But to Avila Camacho 
that was another name for violent measures hurtful to human 
liberty. He was determined to rule by persuasion. “That which 
is not obtained by good will is negative,” he said. At the begin- 
ning of the revolution, he confessed, it had been necessary to 
fight— <vcn to use ys-mm. guns— just as a growmg child needs 
the rod from time to time. But Mexico had now entered the 
educational stage of its development "The whole republic de- 
mands now,” he said, “a materbl and spiritual consolidation of 
our social conquests in a prosperous and powerful economy.” 

Despite some significant changes in policy, the first two years 
of the Avila Camacho regime were on the whole characterized 
by an unprecedented outward harmony. Almost every faction 
found his administration not unpIcasing. “So far he has done 
nothing wrong” was on millions of lips. Of course, he could 
neither charm the incorrigibly reactionary who still prayed for 
another Diaz, nor could he satisfy the communists. Both of these 
groups would have been content only with a complete over- 
throw of democracy. Yet even both sets of malcontents grudg- 
ingly admitted, “Perhaps he is the best we can do under the cir- 
cumstances.” Watching him handle the various factions in the 
nation, as a bullfighter plays die hull with lus cape-draped left 



372 T imeless Mexico 

hand to get him into whatever part of the arena he desires, 
the people began to murmur delightedly, “He has a good left 
hand.” 

The president’s first “reform” act, witliin a fortnight of his 
inauguration, was a pronounced modification of the Cardenas 
agrarian program, though there was no indication that Cardenas 
himself disapproved of it. Avila Camacho decreed that the acre- 
age the government had given to the peasants in communal 
possession should pass into personal ownership. Almost a million 
and a half heads of families were to become private owners of the 
ejidal plots. But the new peasant proprietors were to be protected 
from Acmselves as well as from unscrupulous speculators — some- 
thing Benito Judrez had neglected to do. Ownership was not 
transferable; the acres could neither be mortgaged nor sold. The 
land was to remain in the family in perpetuity or until death 
wiped out the family. Financial assistance from the government 
was to continue where necessary. The large-scale co-operative 
farms, such as those in Yucatin and the Laguna, were to continue 
their cooperative methods and management. But the collectivist 
Russian way was not to be the agrarian way of Mexico. This was 
a deliberate blow to the adherents of Stalinism. 

The next antioommunist move was to take the National Rail- 
ways out of workers’ control and put them back under govern- 
ment management. The workers had failed miserably, and the 
severe reprimands of Cardenas had not caused them to mend 
their ways. But, by way of conciliation, labor retained three of 
the seven scats on the board. 

One of Avila Camacho’s most significant reforms was an 
amendment to the nationalization of properties law, by which 
the courts, not the ministry of finance, received the power of 
expropriation or confiscation. Thb measure was brought about 
largely by pressure from the church, so that any acquired church 
property would have some degree of legal protection. Although 
Cardenas had nationalized petroleum, Avila Camacho proposed 
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that private Mexican enterprise be permitted to engage in new 
oil industry. 

While promising labor that all previous gains and reforms 
would be strictly protected, the new government had the labor 
code revised to forbid illegal strikes. The first serious strike in 
the regime had a compromise settlement. Employees of the Brit- 
ish-owned Mexican Tramways struck for wage increases and par- 
ticipation in the management- They did not get the latter, but 
they did the lotma. To make possible the increase in pay — the 
company had not been able to pay a dividend for years — Mexican 
Tramways was allowed to raise certain fares. Here was a settle- 
ment that betokened protection for labor, but also protection to 
capital. 

Industrialization took new heart with Avila Camacho. The 
stepping down from the key position in labor of “that scourge 
and terror of capital,” Lombardo Toledano, was an added stimu- 
lus to business. \Vhcn his term as secretary-general of CTM was 
over in the spring of 1941, Lombardo Toledano was succeeded 
by a labor leader considerably less radical. The strong-jawed Fidel 
Velasquez lacked Lombardo Tolcdano’s dynamism and intellect, 
but he seemed to be the harmonizer Mexico needed in its read- 
justment. By no means, however, did Lombardo Toledano retire 
from the public scene as Cardenas did. He still retained two sig- 
nificant positions. He continued as director of the Workers’ Uni- 
versity, where laborers study economics, political sdence, lan- 
guages, psychology, and Marxism, for a peso a year. Here bis 
influence on the thinking of contemporary and future Mexican 
labor is still profound. Moreover, he trained the headship of the 
Confederation of Latin American Workers, that recent organiza- 
tion which holds tremendous pcHentialities, even though its activ- 
ities are necessarily curbed for the war’s duration. Though Lom- 
bardo Toledano has unquestionably lost a great deal of bis popu- 
larity with the Mexican workers and though his motives arc still 
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suspect with many of them, he remains the outstanding labor 

leader between the Rio Grande and the nether tip of Chile. 

The liberals in Mexico had little quarrel with the reform moves 
Avila Camacho made during the first nine months of his regime. 
They had no cause for apprehension until the leftist minister of 
education, Dr. Luis Sanchez Ponton, was relieved of his office 
and a rightist, Octavio Vejar Vasquez, succeeded him. This ap- 
pointment seemed brought about by clerical pressure. For soon 
the new minister was saying in public that Mexican education 
should have the sign of the cross behind it, and he began clear- 
ing the ministry and the schools of those even suspected of sym- 
pathy with socialism. Here was a complete right-about from the 
socialistic educational program which had left religion completely 
outside its operations. A law forbidding co-education in state 
schools was passed. Cardenas had fostered co-education not only 
for economy but because he believed it would accelerate woman’s 
advancement in civic rights and responsibilities. But girls were 
henceforth to be educated “principally as mothers”— the old cry 
of the Nazis and Fascists, as the leftists quickly pointed out. 
Liberals as well as communists now began to fear a return of 
clerical domination in education and thence a tie-up between the 
church and the army, followed by clerical meddling in politics. 
And when Vejar Vasquez restored to the Jesuits a huge block 
of property which Cardenas had expropriated and turned into 
four large schools, the liberals were completely convinced that 
the new minister was a menace to the general welfare of Mexico. 
“Educational progress has been set back half a century,” they 
declared. 

It now seemed that Cardenas had been ill-advised in getting 
congress to pass the bill for socialistic education as an amend- 
ment to the famous Article 3. The ministry of education, which 
had more and more come under the control of communist sym- 
pathizers, had pushed Cardenas’s ideals far beyond any “scien- 
tific" intentions and had become too iroitativdy red. Teachers 
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who jnwxeil at the symbol of ilic cross as no more than two 
pleccj o{ n'Orxi fitted foj’ether svere often congratulated bjr school 
inspectors. But svlicn the youngsters' heads were stufTcd with 
the notion that ilicy were equal to their p 3 renl»--“aU, alt are 
equar—and taught ibcf must never say, "Good morning, 
mamma," "Gooil morning, papa," but simply, "Good morning, 
comrade," it was more tfian parenthood would stand for. & 
some of Vfjar Visquea* so-called retrogressing in education svas 
by no means unpopular with many mothers and fathers. And 
despite all the attacks on the private church schools, many a 
parent who considered himself an advanced liberal in ideology 
preferm! to send his oflspring to one of those private schools run 
i»]‘ nuns. Tlie sisters tvere often better trained as teachers than 
those to be found in the federal schools. Tlicy spoke better Span- 
ish and seemed more ihorougfi in their teaching and more de- 
voted in improving the manners and morals of their charges. 

'nie church bells, which had rung gently, almost funivciy, for 
so many years, soon Iwgan to peal with triumphant vigor in the 
countcf.fevoluiion. Tlic well-toJo members of the Falange and 
coteries of upper<lass refugees from Catholic European countries 
began to nuke cliurchgoing in the cities fashionable again. In 
provincial towns, too, citizens of every socu! and economic cate- 
gory surged to tfic services and knelt indiscriminately on the stone 
floors. 

This swing back to Catholicism was greatly augmented by the 
activities of two rightist organizations, ivhich came from svhlely 
difTcrent economic groups. Both served Axis interests, dircedy 
or indirectly. The first was the Falange, whose members were 
adherents of Franco and exponents of his much-publicized dic- 
tum; "The foreign policy of Spain is dedicated to the spiritual 
reconquest of Latin America.” The members of this group in 
Mexico numbered about fifty thousand- TTicir magazine Hispani- 
dad, which disseminated their propaganda, was characteristically 
pro-Axis, anti-Semitic, ants-United States, hfany of their mem- 
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bcxs alTccted black shirts. Though the organization’s work bad 
been considerably curbed by the fact that Cardenas had nc%’er 
recognized the Franco government, it had got in some telling 
propaganda against the Allies’ war effort before it was oBciai\y 
outlawed and sent under cover. 

The other suspect organization was not a transplantation from 
Spain; it evolved out of Mexico. The movement called itself 
Uni6n Nacional Sinarqutsta, “without anarchy.” Though direct 
connection with the Axis has not been proved, the Axis liberally 
aided the movement with contributions. Like the Nazis, the 
members have a characteristic salute, the difference being they 
extend their right arm dbgonally to the left. Fanatically pro- 
Catholic and intensely anti-communist, sinarquismo declares for 
what it calls “the restoration of the Christian Social Order.” 
Though its acts of violence have been denied, the movement is 
alleged to be a revival of the eristeros, who rose up in the time 
of Olles and dynamited and scabbed “in the name of Christ the 
King” 

The Anarquistas consider the “liberal democracy” as practiced 
in Mexico as dangerous to their “Christian order” as is commu- 
nism. They oppose bitterly any idea of coJIcetivism, even in 
agrarian matters. They seem determined to have the government 
repeal the anti-clerical laws and to give the church the full 
license that existed before Juarez. Though Cirdenas was careful 
not to enforce the anti-clerical laws too rigorously and Avila 
Camacho made public confession of faith, the sinarquistas say 
the laws must be wiped from the stature books. The power of the 
Anarquistas was attested in their effective backing of the church’s 
stand against socialistic education and co-education. 

As communism flourishes almost exclusively in urban districts 
among industrial workers, the strength of sinarquismo lies prin- 
cipally in rural regions. In those parts of Mexico where the 
pnests have ever swayed ibe Indians, the tnembers are most 
numerous. Some villages arc one hundred per cent in the mo\-c- 
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ment. One liberal critic has said every parish house in Mexico 
is being turned into a sinarquiita dub. 

Though a man named Manuel Torres Bueno is now the con- 
fessed chief of the movement, since Cassius-lean Salvador Abascal 
was demoted for talking too much, the direction of the organ- 
ization is secret. Complete obedience is demanded of its members. 
The power of the discipline is evidenced by the way in which 
its adherents have renounced alcoholic beverages, including the 
national drink of pulque. The leaders arc strong advocates of 
family life. Hicy cry out for rural education, as if the idea had 
originated with them, as if Cardenas had not made education 
of tlie poor peasants his most important work, nicir program 
sounds entirely virtuous. It has one great flaw — it is anti- 
democratic. Its members take orders, just as communists take 
orders from Stalin and Nazis from Hitler. 

When a new colonization by stnarquutai in Lower California 
was condemned by the chamber of deputies as flfth<olumnisf, 
the president averred that he himself had approved of their estab- 
lishing such a colonization. He said he did not believe that the 
sinarquistas constituted any danger to the country. His minister 
of interior, Miguel Aleman, whose business it was to eradicate 
the fifth column, went on record to declare he bad not been able 
to dbcover anything subversive in its activities. Leftists accuse 
Avila Camacho of not being averse to the increasing power of 
the movement, because it might serve him as a political check on 
other groups. The sinarquistas claim they are not political and 
that they do not intend to participate in politics. But liberal poli- 
ticians watch their growth with speculaibn and misgivings. In 
five years the movement has grown into a potentially formidable 
organization estimated to have ci^t hundred thousand members. 

No one can say how far the power of tinarqtdsmo may reach. 
As yet no dynamic leader has revealed himself. His enemies 
murmur that the scholarly Jose Vasconcelos is a secret force in 
the movement. Though presumably shorn of his one-time politi- 
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cal influence, Vasconcclos holds not only the significant position 
of director of the National library, but he is head of a private 
college of his own. A man of subtle and brilliant intellect, he is 
a disarming personality and a stirring speaker. If he ever emerged 
to show himself as a political leader of some branch of the counter- 
revolution, he might indeed create a stir. 

Vasconcclos insists today that he is a “Christian revolutionist” 
and has always been one. “I will fight to the death the anti- 
Christian,” he declares. “I was reared a Catholic. I left the church 
because it supported Huerta. CalJcs’s persecution of the church 
sent me back to it. 1 have always been with the persecuted. When 
grafters and criminals are your enemies they accuse you of being 
reactionary.” 

Liberals shake their heads over Jose Vasconcclos. They speak 
of him with some perturbation as “our clandestine minister of 
education." They distrust his influence. He is idolized by a group 
of zealous religionists and pro-Falangists among the students at 
the National University. If being strongly pro-Catholic and pro- 
Spanish makes a reactionary in Mexico, Vasconcclos is a reaction- 
ary. But he is a highly honorable one and must be reckoned with 
as a leader among the intellectuals. 

While affairs at home were taking up most of the Mexican 
government’s energies and attention, the w-ars in Europe and 
Asia became a specter of global menace. Mexico had just begun 
to co-ordinate her agricultural and industrial activities. She was 
hoping to forge, as the president said, “an economy capable of 
sustaining the enormous program of education and hygiene 
which the material and moral svcll-bdng of her citizens has so 
long demanded.” But by the spring of 1941 the subversive work 
of the Germans and the Japanese had caused the government 
to consider the dim possibility of an invasion that might strike 
at some part of the western hcnusphcrc. 

In May, the president ordered military maneuvers in Puebla, 
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his native state. On the outskirts of Pudila, the capital city, where 
many bloody battles had been fought in the past, eleven thousand 
troops went through their paces for a fortnight. For the riimav 
a spectacular sham battle was staged on the hallowed ground of 
the Cinco de Mayo victory over the French in iBfo. Despite the 
excitement and enthusiasm and some marvelous feats of the 
Mexican cavalry, the impact of the maneuvers was in the bare- 
faced revelation of Mexico’* military weakness. Since the time of 
Juarez the main purpose of the army had been to keep order 
within the boundaries of the republic. The personnel of the 
Mexican forces was quite adequate for peace-time operation, but 
there were only forty-two thousand first-line combat troops and 
some sixty thousand agrarittas, rural volunteers whom Cardenas 
had armed mainly for their own protection. ‘The shortages in 
equipment were appalling. The army pIanes~not more than 
thirty could be sure even of take-olf>-were five years old or more. 
The nation’s anti-aircraft guns numbered one. 

At the conclusion of the May maneuvers, however. President 
Avila Camacho, with a broad, bland smil^ said cheerfully to 
the press: “There will never be any danger of an attack on the 
United Stares by any other nation through Mexico.” 

The magazine Time's observer, while paying tribute to the 
daring and endurance of Mexican soldiers, felt less assured. “The 
equipment with which Mexico must defend 764,000 square miles,” 
he wrote, “docs not equal atber in quantity or quality that of 
the National Guard of Connecticut.” 

The following September, to reassure the citizens of the capital, 
Mexico’s six thinly plated low-ton tanks were sent forth in 
parade. At the corner of Lopez and Aiticulo 123 Street a taxi 
driver turned sharply and crashed into one of the instruments 
of war. The tank was so badly damaged that wreckers had to 
assist it to a repair shop. The Chevrolet, however, proceeded on 
its own power to jail and court, where the unlucky cab driver 
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was fined “for damaging slate property.” The incident brought 

hiiarious delight to the Mexican crowd. 

While there was not the faintest doubt that Mexico would fight 
fiercely to protect her shores from invasion from the cast or the 
west, she could hardly protect herself without materiel. Her min- 
istry of national defense went into conference with a vitally in- 
terested and welcome defense mission from the United States. 
Mexico had virtually no money to put into war gear. Mexico 
could not tliink of diverting her small budget from education, 
swamp drainage, and public-health improvement to spend it on 
total defense, which would still be no guarantee against a con- 
centrated Axis invasion. So it was necessary that the United 
States materially assist In the Mexican defense measures. 

Three weeks before Pearl Harbor the United States State De- 
partment had tried to make generous amends for the sharpness 
of its notes in regard to the oil expropriation and agrarian claims. 
On November nineteen, United Staies-Mcxican agreements were 
signed in Washington by Secretary of State Hull and Ambassador 
Castillo Nijera. The agrccmcnis greatly clarified the diplomatic 
atmosphere and brought back a cordiality into the term “good 
neighbor” that had gone a little sour in 1938. 

Mexico assumed the obligation to settle the oil companies’ 
claims. The two governments were each to appoint an expert 
to determine just compensation payable. In earnest of good faith, 
the Mexican government deposited $9,000,000 on account of the 
compensation to be paid. This was hardly more than a cupful in 
a bucket to the valuation the American oil companies set on their 
seized properties— reputedly $i75/k)o,ooo. The difference between 
this figure and the $11,500,000 the Mexican economic investigators 
had claimed they were worth in 19;^ would ordinarily have called 
for super-human arbitration. The crisis of the times, however, 
boded well for Mexico and U 1 for the coffers of the corporations. 
The date set for the announcement of the decision was April 
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twentieth, 1942. The oil companies became resigned. They knew 
their claims must be sacrilicctl to war effort. 

The two governments next agreed to negotiate a reciprocity- 
trade pact, The United States treasury devised a method of finan- 
cial co-opexation that would make transactions easy on Mexico. 
To stabilize the peso, it agreed to make $40/X)0,ooo immediately 
available to the Bank of Mexico. To expedite the final construc- 
tion of the Pan-American Highway through Mexico, the Export- 
Import Bank arranged substantial credits and announced that it 
would consider other requests for credits for economic develop 
ment not only by the Mexican government but by private enter- 
prise guaranteed by the govemroent. 

The treasury revealed a radical change of heart about the silver 
purchases which it had stopped in March, 1938, a week after the 
oil expropriation. It agreed to buy Mexican silver direct from 
the Mexican government at the preferential rate of thirty-five 
cents per ounce that had been paid previous to the expropriations. 
This meant the purchase of some six million ounces of silver a 
month, at approximately $35,000,000 a year. 

In full settlement of the agrarian claims for American-owned 
property damaged by revolutions or expropriated under the rev- 
olutionary laws of the land, Mexico agreed to pay $fo^cxx},ooa 
Already she had paid S3 /xk>,ooo on this account. iTie remainder 
was to be paid in annual installments for fifteen years. 

American conservatives protested that the United States had 
been out-traded on almost every issue. Much of the credit for the 
maneuvering went to the astute Mexican ambassador. Much be- 
longed to the suave, far-sighted foreign minister, Ezcquiel Padilla. 

A big price had been paid for good will. But it proved sound 
business on the State Department’s part, for the United States had 
imperative need of some striking demonstration of the good- 
neighbor policy. The generous settlement fortified that idea of 
continental solidarity which was soon to be put to a dramatic 
test at the Pan-American Conference at Rio de Janeiro. It gare 
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Dr. Padilla the trump ace he urgently needed in the game he 
was playing in Mexico against pro-Axis sentiment. When he 
rose in the Mexican senate to comment on the agreements, Padilla 
was already addressing all Latin America. 

“This marks a change in the international policy of the United 
States,” he said, “not only towards Mexico but towards all the 
countries of America. The supreme values of cooperation and 
good will have been substituted for the dictates of imperialism 
and force . . . The signing of the agreement was one of the most 
eloquent demonstrations of the new American spirit It is a moral 
triumph for American solidarity.” 

According to the Mexican press, Ezcquicl Padilla became the 
man of the hour in Mexico. Within two months he was to be 
toasted as the man of the hour in the Americas. 

While Avila Camacho pled for unity and harmony on every 
front and went all out for complete «>opcradon with the United 
States and the Allies, Axis agents worked openly and under 
cover to rupture the happy rdations. 

The news of Pearl fiirbor came as a great shock to Mexico, 
as well as to the United States. On first reaction, some gringo 
haters were jubilant that the little dark men had slapped Uncle 
Sam so vidously in the face. But on second thought they, too, 
were confounded to realize that their long Pacific coast line was 
exposed to the danger of invasion. The Japanese navy knew that 
coast thoroughly; it had sent “fishing expeditions” repeatedly 
into every cove. There was only one tiny gunboat to guard the 
harbor of Acapulco. Anti-aircraft protection was non-existent. 
Regardless of the sentiment of some of her citizens, the Mexican 
government did not hesitate to stand firmly by the United States. 
She promptly broke off diplomatic relations with Germany, Italy, 
and Japan. She look possession of Axis shipping and froze bank 
deposifi. Axis nothnah were sfeoitly removed from the cosscst 
regions and settled in the intermr where they could be closely 
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obstncd. (Tlicrc were a litilc fewer than 7,500 Germaw in 
Mexico, some 5,000 Italians, and <<,300 Japanese.) Axis business 
concerns, like the German hardware and chemia! firms and 
the co/Icc plantations of Oiiaps, were taken over by state ad- 
ministrators, the profits to be paid into blocked funds in the 
government-owned Rank of Mexico. However, many alien na- 
tionals svofking for allied eonccmi were not disturbed. IntcJli- 
gent discrimination was practiced. For instance, Orestes Cabutli, 
director of Tlios. Cook and Son in Mexico, a cultivated Italian 
svho had Jived for cles-en jears in the country and who was not 
only extremely popular but highly respected for his integrity and 
his services to hfexico, left at his post and unrestricted in 
every way. 

Immediately on hearing the news of Par! Harbor, General 
Cirdenas offered his services to the president. They were prompdy 
accepted, and he was put in command of all the defenses of the 
vulnerable west coast. Within a year and a fortnight the national 
emergency liad brouglit Cardenas from his retirement back into 
the public life. He went straightu’ay to that exposed, barren 
tongue of land kno^sm as Lower California and began construc- 
tion of essential military roads. On January twelfth, 1942, Presi- 
dent Roosevelt and President Avila Camacho announced the cre- 
ation of a Commission to consider the joint defense of Mexico 
and the United States, while Ezcquicl Padilla pondered the im- 
perative need of a unity of all the Americas and prepared to plead, 
at the imminent Rio Conference, for real hemispheric solidarity. 

The success of this Pan-Amcrian conference was by no mans 
a foregone conclusion. Several of the Latin Araerian govern- 
ments were fascist sympathizers. Others feared the Axis might 
and preferred to stay neutral and not risk material loss. At the 
beginning of 1942 there was considerable doubt that the Allies 
would win. Germany was then victorious almost everywhere her 
troops went. The Japs had proved their strength as well as their 
viciousness. England was losing colonial possessions at many 
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points of the compass. War-material production in the United 
States was making slow headway. Despite repeated good-neighbor 
manifestations in Latin America, the position of the United States 
there was somewhat equivocal. Argentina’s government was 
known to have little love for the northern republic. No one could 
say positively who were the passive enemies. 

Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles, the United States rep- 
resentative to the congress, was deeply concerned. If the republics 
split now it would be catastrophic to the structure he had labored 
so arduously and skillfully with Cordell Hull to erect. But this 
was not the time for the United States to take the lead in persua- 
sion. The telling initiative should come from some Latin Ameri- 
can statesman. On the urbane Brarilian foreign minister, Os- 
waldo Aranha, Mr. Welles could absolutely depend. But Brazil 
was already known to be the United States* best friend south. 
Mr. Welles needed a new imagination-stirring spokesman— some- 
one from a quarter that had hitherto not been an avowed admirer 
of the United States. He hoped Mexico’s foreign minister would 
prove to be that man. Dr. Padilla had the distinguished presence, 
the mtclligence, the force, and even the charm such a leader 
needed. And he was flashed with the encomiums of his own 
people because of the success of the extraordinary agreements 
with the United States. To many of the Latin American delegates 
and the international press men Dr. Padilla was only slightly 
known. Though Mr. Welles admired him and knew his strong 
democratic loyalties, he was not fully aware of his magnetism 
with an audience. He did not know that Demosthenes had been 
Padilla’s hero of heroes since his youth. When the time came for 
Mexico’s representative to speak, things had been going stuffily 
in the sultry atmosphere of a Brazilian summer. Padilla, looking 
very handsome in a double-breasted suit of coffee-colored silk, 
measured his audience sympathetically and began to speak quietly. 
“We arc here to deliberate on the fate of the Americas.” 

At the end of his first sentence a spell-like silence fell over the 



A Good Left Hand 385 

assembly. Perspiring delegates stopped fanning themselves with 
rheir programs. Hardened neswpapermen felt prickly sensations 
along their backbones. Women in the gallery caught their breaths 
as their hearts skipped a beat. 

Tlie voice continued, though the people sensed the words rather 
than heard tlicm. Tlicy fell the personality, the controlled fervor 
behind the words. “Japan’s attack on the United States was not 
only an attack on the United States, it was an aggression by the 
totalitarian states on the world’s democracies . . . it was an attack 
made by a totalitarian power on the whole of America.” 

The representatives of republics not in accord with the United 
States began to s<}uirm as the voice increased in volume. "The 
men who have fallen gloriously on Wake Island and in the 
Pliilippines . . . have not fallen to defend the honor and sov- 
frwgnry 0/ rhe Vnited Stares alone. They have also fallen to 
defend human liberty and the free destiny of America." 

As Padilla paused, the place broke into an emotional pande* 
monium. Sumner Welles dabbed his moist brow lightly with an 
immaculate handkerchief and breathed with relief. The new 
spokesman was a tremendous success. 

Tlic Mc.vican went on reinforcing with logic and feeling the 
necessity of hemispheric solidarity and pointing out its future 
blessings. “If we can in this war manage to organize not only 
an economy but also an American moral entity, we shall be able 
to show that in our resolutions we arc not only interested in the 
building of shipyards and the building of airplanes, but also that 
there is something higher that we are eager to build— and that 
is the Free Man of America.” The cheers shook the glass in the 
window frames. Never in Pan-American history had a speaker 
received a more spontaneous and tumultuous ovation. 

TIic strength and passion of Paddla’s conviction carried more 
influence than his oratorical periods. And just as effectively as in 
the public hall, his persuasive eloquence carried weight in the 
privacy of committee rooms. In his shirt sleeves he stayed up half 
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the nights pointing out, in a voice of gentle reasonableness, the 

perils of disunity. 

At the January twenty-third meeting he was ready with his 
second prepared speech to recommend a collective rupture with 
the totalitarian countries. All the other republics except Argen- 
tina and Chile were in accord. He aimed his words at those two 
reluctant nations, 

“This is without doubt a moment of tremendous historic im- 
portance. It is itself an episode of the war,” he began. Again he 
had his audience spellbound. “We have not come here to argue 
with the words of peace, but to ^ak in terms of continental se- 
curity, which is now so gravely threatened. . . . This is no time 
to defend material wealth” — his gaze fell on the Argentinian 
delegation— “it is time for sacrifice.” He drove the point home. 
"It would be ignoble to pretend that others should defend the 
heritage of justice, the unity of America which we so loudly 
advocate, while we shelter ourselves in selfishness and false secur- 
ity. We arc all of us in the same boat. Time will save none of us 
alone. All of us on this continent shall be crushed together or all 
of us be saved beneath the banner of American unity.” 

When the applause subsided, Padilla spoke soothing words to 
Argentina’s representative. Dr. Ruiz Guinazu, who was sweating 
profusely: "If there has been indecision — no matter, the constel- 
lations take form with the advance of night.” Then he again 
applied the goad: “We arc all in danger, and when the time 
comes for conscience to awake within this all-American unity, 
our two great sister peoples, Ar^ntina and Chile, will make 
their conclusions known and, with their fraternal decision, 
brighten the union of all our flags assembled face to face with the 
tra^c fate that menaces humanity.” 

No man could have done better — even if the Argentinian and 
Chilean delegates were willing to do no more than to recom- 
mend to their governments a rupture of diplomatic relations 
with the Axis powers. The rignatures of the representatives of all 
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the Kventf-one Amcrian republia gave an appearance of com- 
plete unity. Mexico’s prcrtige had nc\cr been higher with her 
sister rcpubh«. Site had supplanted Argentina as Latin America’s 
co-leader with Braail. While Padilla's way was literally strewn 
«’ith flenvers whercs'cr he moved in Rio, the unhappy Argen- 
tinian delegates got painful bumps on the head when their de- 
parting plane dropped into Guanabara Bay just after the talce- 
ofT. ‘The pbne was not overloaded," explained the jesting Os- 
waldo Aranha; “oh, no; it was Dr. Ruiz’s conscience that was 
too heavy." 

On the whole, the conference had come off well Sumner 
Welles was gratified. Here was reward for years of labor for a 
cause that lay close to his heart. Being a good neighbor had paid 
another imponderable dividend. And if the United States had 
not been on most friendly terms with Mexico, and if Mexico had 
not had a foreign minister with such vision and oratorical virtu- 
osity, it is conceivable that the proceedings might have fallen 
flat. 



2g. Counter-Revolution 


""WAat Mexico needs u economic kelp that will 
not imply the sale of her freedom nor the slav- 
ery of her people" 


WOODROW WILSON 


By the time Padilla returned to Mexico wreathed with laurels, 
big money from the United States had arrived to implement the 
Mexican defense. Fortification of harbors %vas soon under way, 
and plans were completed for the construction of landing fields, 
like the vast one at Ixtcpec in the strategic Isthmus of Tehuan- 
tepec. Vessels of the United States and all the other American 
republics were granted access to the harbors, and warplanes were 
permitted a twenty-four hour stop-over on the airfields. The local 
manufiicture of small arms and the production of essential min* 
erals were accelerated. 

Throughout the spring of 1942, however, until the fourteenth 
of May there were few visible signs of war-like activities in 
Mexico. But on that date the Mexican oil tanker Potrero de 
JJano was torpedoed by the Germans off the coast of Florida. 
Several Mexican sailors lost their lives. There was some vengeful 
shouting in the streets, and on June first Mexico officially de- 
clared war on Germany. 

But by no means was joy ubiquitous when Mexico’s decision 
to enter the war on the side of Great Britain and the United 
States was announced. Mexico had galling historical grudges 
against other great powers — England, France, and the United 
States — but none against Germany. Of all alien nationals the Ger- 
mans had made themselves the most agreeable to the Mexicans. 
Their business representatives— before Hidcr’s barter system- 
had played fair with the Mcidcaiu. Their traveling salesmen had 
188 
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learned Spanish and gone into hinterland vilbgcs, selling their 
hardtt'arc and their drugs, giting toys to the children, often doc- 
toring sick animals fre^ making friends for themselves and the 
German nation. Even the blondest German was not considered a 
gringo in the same category as a norleamericano or an English- 
man. Afany Germans had married into good mestizo 
and had become accepted as Mexicans. At the large family gath- 
erings so common in Aiexico, if the radio play«^ the Mexican 
national anthem it was the German in-Iawi who knew the words 
better iharj the Mexicans tbemsclves and sang them more Justily. 

It had been impossible to turn Germans into hated enemies 
within a fcvi* hours after their Japanese partners had bombed 
Pearl Harbor. Now it w-as not easy to make every Afexian be- 
lieve that Germans would blow up a tanker and kill Mexican 
sailors. Only six months before Pearl Harbor, in a poll taken of 
the eighty students in a htgh-<la$$ business school in the capital, 
seventy-two had confessed their pro-Axis sentiments. Many 
Mexican youths still treasured the buttonhole German eagles 
and the little swastikas the German embassy had given out by 
the thousands the day France capitulated. The pro-AIIies senti- 
ment in Mexico came from the middle classes, the professional 
men, the more literate adherents of Cardenas and from the radi- 
cal labor unions, which had swiftly changed their tune about 
the imperialist war when Germany forced Russia to change sides. 

Whether the Germans did or did not blow up a score of tankers, 
many of the well-to-do white Mexicans were speechless with 
rage at the war declaration agaixut Germany. And in country dis- 
tricts some of the peasants had been so conditioned that for half 
a century the only foreign enemy they could conceive of fight- 
ing was the Yankees. When the war declaration was announced 
over the radio, tipsy fellows in the pulquerias and cantinas 
shouted gleefully, “Death to the gringosl" Some had to be shaken 
sober to make ^em realize that Mexico was on the side of the 
gringos and they then became more dazed than when drunk. 
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The masses were migbtiiy bewildered. Through the press and 
the radio, the government had to dewse a strenuous campaign 
to recondition the people’s minds. Street singers were sent through 
villages giving the tidings in both Spanish and Indian dialects, 
dinning into the public the fact that Mexico could not survive 
if the United States were defeated. How could Mexicans relish a 
German victory, ciuzens were asked, when most of them were a 
mestizo people? If the Nazis got into control, the mixed-blooded 
population would be made politically impotent by “the master 
race,” while the Indians would be used solely for exploitation. 
The people listened stolidly, but few felt an urge to get involved 
in a foreign war. 

In August, J942, President Avila Camacho decreed military 
instruction for aU able-bodied males. In many dbtricts there was 
sullen reaction. Sinarqulstas agitated against submission to com- 
pulsory military training. Three towns were descended upon by 
armed bands that broke up tfoops of conscripts drilling in the 
plazas, wounding many, and in Miguel Auza killing the mayor 
and his son among others. Opposition in some places was so 
sttibbom and cunning that the government had to pledge itself 
— as President Roosevelt did— that no boys would be sent over- 
seas. The pledge svas printed on leaflets and dropped into the 
recalcitrant hinterland by aviators. 

There was only one way to make the peasants believe in the 
sense of being on the side of the gringos and against the Ger- 
mans, whose peddlers had always been so polite. That was to set 
up their idol where all could see where his sentiments lay. So as 
Moses uplifted the symbolical brazen serpent in a time of great 
tribulation, Avila Camacho brought cx-President Cardenas back 
to the capital as minister of national defense and made him the 
nation’s top-ranking general. CSrdcnas spoke to the people. His 
voice still held all the old magic for them. They began to mur- 
mur pht/osapbtcsHy, “ff L&aro says it is right, it must be so.” 

The situation in Mexico was not without its special ironies. 
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The republic had not been involved in a foreign war since the 
i&5o’s, when she was attacked by die French of Napoleon III. 
Here, fourscore years later, she was lined up with the two im- 
perial powers she had most feared and hated since that time. 
And the two most avidly pace-loving national figures since 
Madcro — Cirdenas and Avila Camacho — found themselves with 
the chief raponsibility of conducting a war effort on the home 
front to its effective conclusion. 

The Nazis had spent millions in anti-United States propa- 
ganda and in various fifth-columnist activities. Mexico’s war 
<lcelaration now served to expedite the elimination of Axis in- 
fluence between the Rio Grande and the Panama CanaL While 
Germany was professing contempt for the military set-up in 
Mexico, which GoebbeU said was too feeble to make any impres- 
*ion whatever in the war, ^denas set about vigorously to re- 
organize the army. Tbe whole army machine down to the most 
inexpert cook felt the vibrancy of the new force in command. 
Cardenas built brand-new barracks and turned old colonial build- 
ings into well-equipped quarters for the men. Not only did con- 
scripts receive intensive training in arms, but also scholastic in- 
struction to make them better citizens when the war was over. 
Thousands of eightecn-yar-old Indian lads who spoke only their 
native tongues now had their first lessons in Spanish. Many of 
them had adequate food for the first time in their lives, tbe first 
Warm clothing, the first dental and medical care, the first knowl- 
edge of hygiene. 

Cdfdcnas shifted zone commanders, impressed them with the 
necessity for efficiency and expedition. His presence at the head 
of the war effort was felt in the mines, where men worked over- 
time to produce strategic materials for the American factories. 
Drugs, vegetable oils, industrial alcohol, mahogany, chick peas, 
henequen, and the entire crop of the rubber-bearing guayule 
plants loaded the freight cars and moved steadily across the 
border to be processed into needed war products. Virtuaffy the 
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whole output of silver, copper, antimony, zinc, tungsten, manga- 
nese, lead, mica, mercury, arsenic, and feldspar was placed at the 
disposal of the United States. 

Mexican women thresv to the winds the church taboos about 
woman’s place being in the home, and took their places with men 
in the factories and did the work of men. Courses for women 
in telegraphy, welding, and mechanics were inaugurated. Some 
volunteered for target practice and map reading; others learned 
first aid and nursing. Three mornings a week women practiced 
military drill in the army stadium under the direction of two 
captains. In cities, towns, and remote villages, defense comrmt- 
tccS came to life. Men of all ages and professions drilled in the 
plazas or the playgrounds or the open pastures. School children 
of both sexes substituted drilling for their recess games. Although 
the government was equipped to train only fifty thousand 
eightcen-year-old conscripts a year, its professed purpose was to 
create eventually a reserve force of some two million trained 
men. How far Mexico was from that goal at the beginning of 
1943, however, is shown by one suainct remark of CSrdcnas. 
On being asked if his soldiers would fight outside the hemis- 
phere, the general countered, “With what? Arrows? Rocks?” 

When the anniversary of the Grito del Dolores came in Sep- 
tember, J942, the Plaza de la Constituti6n before the National 
Palace was filled as it had never been filled except when Cardenas 
spoke on the oil expropriations in 1938 and when the octo- 
genarian dictator Diaz had struck the liberty bell in 1910, the 
centenary of Mewco’s first bid for independence. Not only was 
this the first Independence Day celebration in seventy-five years 
that had found Mexico involved in a foreign war, but an extraor- 
dinary spectacle had been promised to the populace. As all eyes 
were focused on a platform before the palace, the people still 
gave doubtful credence to w’hat they had been told to expect. 
But at the scheduled hour, on lo the platform came President 
Avila Camacho, followed by six ex-prcsidcnts of Mexico — Car- 
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iJenjj, Callfj, Ralrf^ez, Ortiz Rubio, Porfc* Oil, and Jc h 
Huerta, Ranged side by lidc in unity, levcn living men who had 
served as chief executive of their nation made a striking sight 
for all hfcxico and the world to witness. Avila Camacho called 
for (he full collaboration of his people with the United Nations 
in their /ighr aga/nit the Axis powers. 77ie crowd shouted itself 
hoarse. If these so en men of varying political philosophies— two 
of w hom had exiled another, one of whom had made a rebellion 
against another*><ould make accord for the national emergency, 
then (here svas hope for a real harmony. “A good left hand our 
president has indeed," the spectators murmured among them* 
sehts approvingly. 

Tlte lime of stress and danger had also drasvn the gos'crnmcnts 
of Mexico and the United States closer and closer together. War 
had brought hfexico completely svithio the commercial orbit of 
her northern neighbor. In 1941 the United States had taken 
ntnety'One per cent of Mexico’s total exports and furnished 
eighty-four per cent of her imports. In >943 the United States 
purchased 519^ tons of strategic materials, compared svith 
231,000 tons in 1939. According 10 figures made public by Banco 
Nacional de Mexico in hfarch, 1944, Mexico’s exports increased 
from $i3SpooAX> in 1943 to $3134x10,000 in 1943. 

Avila Camacho had made it clear from (he day of his inaugu- 
ration that he welcomed foreign capital and assured it guarantees 
of fair dealing. Deposits which had been fearfully withdrawn 
from Mexican banks at tbe time of the oil expropriation poured 
back into hfcxi’co. From October, 1940, to October, 1941, alone, 
Mexico had repatriated forty million dollars. And after the sign- 
ing of the agreements with the United States, business had really 
begun to b«m. To swell the stream of capital pouring into 
hfcxico were the millions brought in by rich European refugees. 

A portion of the huge amount of United States capita] that had 
gone into South America this past quarter of a century came to 
Mexico. Since 1911 American investors had felt safer in invest- 
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ing in those South American republics whose governments were 
more conservative. But now the anterooms of Eduardo Villasenor, 
the astute director of the Bank of Mexico, were crowded with 
American capitalists seeking advice about Mexican investments. 

Though the Revolution was ruthless enough about expropriat- 
ing acreage, it had exhibited a spccbl awe of banks. During the 
most radical times they were protected. As Villasenor says, "The 
steadfastness of banks is very appealing to the large investor.” In 
Mcnco, banks continue to enjoy peculiarly high benefits. Many 
of the bank stocks pay dividends of fifteen and twenty per cent. 
Mexicans delight in bank stocks, but the investments they prefer 
above all others arc those in rentable houses and buildings. Tbe 
majority feel real security only in improved city real estate. They 
incline to the rentier mind of the French, and prefer to draw 
their interest of twch'c to fifteen per cent from assured rents. 
Until recently Mexicans have never been heavy investors in indus- 
try. It is not in their nature to venture boldly in business, as it 
is in that of the nerteamericaao. Though they play the horses 
and buy lottery tickets, Mexicans arc not eager gamblers in big 
business. They generally wail cautiously for foreigners to start 
and develop new industries, to furnish the capital and the tech- 
nical skill, and then they will buy stock where they can. But 
with so much returned capital in and 194a, Mexicans began 
to create many new industries on their own. 

By the third year of Avila Camacho’s administration, the im- 
press of paradox that has run all through Mexico’s turbulent 
history was again strikingly noticeable. Progress in social reform 
seemed to have halted so t^t economic development could catch 
up. The sudden inpouring of capital due to the exigencies of the 
times had brought with it all the abuses of maldistribution of 
wealth. In the midst of Mc3dco*s greatest boom, hard times had 
come to the poor man. War had helped to stack the cards in the 
hands of the countcr-revolutiomsts. Daily the rich got ridicr, 
while the expressions on the faces of the poor became grimmer. 
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As tlitir wages bought less and less, the underprivileged /dt 
the pinch in their licIHcs. Prkes continued to rise as the (Quality 
of tilings ss-ent tiown. Ry the summer of 1943 tlie price of many 
foodslu/Ts bad doubled over »«>|*. 771? cost of clothing had more 
than doublet!. Corn, sugar, and beans. Mexico's most easily raised 
essential commodities, were far from suiScient at any price. Other 
shortages, too, were serious. Frantic housewim and servants stood 
in line lor half a day svatting to buy 3 littfe charcoal to cook the 
next meal. TJic price of charcoal was fixed by the governmenr, 
but it often fluctuainl according to wheiher or not a policeman 
was nearby. Sometimes there was none to be had even at black- 
market prices. The wildest sort of speculation in various com- 
modities plajrd havoc with Avila Camacho's earnest effort at 
price control. 

Profiteering was on the rampage. And while the president 
struggled arduously to curb (he inffation, some of the under men 
In hii own minisrerres ssrre accused of graft “in the realm of 
priorities and Aich.“ A yovng aristocrat who harl gone into the 
manufacturing of Venetian blinds in a small way was desperately 
in need of wood from the United States. When he had repeatedly 
failed to get ii, a man from one of the ministcries tclcphonnl 
him, and said, “I hear you need a certain kind of wood from the 
United States; I have a carload of it, which I will sell you at such 
and such a figure.” It was more than twice as much as the j-oung 
manufacturer could pay and remain in business. “Hosv on earth,” 
lie demanded indignantly, "did you, a public official not in busi- 
ness, get hold of the wood?" ''Never mind that; will you take 
it, at my price?” "I can't afford to; and I will lose my whole 
business before I’ll submit to such extortion.” 

It was abuses like this one that prompted Senator Butler to 
allege, in his fantastically exa^rat^ figures of accusation, that 
a big portion of our lend-lease aid was going into grafters’ 
pockets. It was what some of the Latin Americans themselves 
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charged. But, naturally, in a program of such magnitude there 
was bound to be some dishonest seepage. 

Certainly the flush times in Mejuco which brought such reck- 
less joy to the “haves” brought privation and apprehension to 
the “have nots.” In some remote communities people faced actual 
starvation. An investigation revealed that eighty per cent of the 
public-school children in the capital itself came to school after an 
inadequate breakfast of coffee substitute with watered condensed 
milk, and a piece of bread. A worker with the minimum wage 
of two and a half pesos (fifty cents) a day or one with even four 
pesos cannot afford milk for his children at half a peso a liter. 

Early in the Avila Camacho regime the English widow of a 
Mexican engineer' found herself with three children to support. 
Bilingual and attractive, the best she could do at the time was 
to get a job as night cashier in the bar of one of the better hotels. 
Her hours of work were six p.m. to six a.m. Her pay was three 
pesos a day— sixty American cents — the price of two cocktails. 
In two years her pay doubled, but so did the cost of living. “Wc 
see the fruits of the boom everywhere,” she commented stoically, 
“but the people hardly get a nibble.” 

As the counter-revolution advanced of its own momentum 
due to the abnormal circumstances, many of the people began to 
blame their hardships on the gringo neighbor. It is true that pri- 
vate American agencies had not only tried to buy up the scanty 
Mexican food — the government just did stop the sale of the bulk 
of the rice crop — but they bought so many blankets and hwtraches 
and tablecloths that in many places there were none for the 
Mexicans themselves. On the other hand, American factories, 
which had been converted for war needs, were unable to supply 
Mcmco’s needs in agricultural tools and machinery. With seventy 
per cent of the wealth of Mexico normally coming from agri- 
culture, the pinch caused by the lack of farm equipment was 
critical. 

In the summer of 1943, while unrest among the workers and 
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white-collar employees simmered, the capital took on an air of 
almost contemptuous gaiety. \^iitors to Mexico were impressed 
with the glittering /apde of prosperity, the new smart shops 
catering to luxury trade, the crosvdcd restaurants, where patrons 
sometimes stood as in treadlincs wailing to get a table. They 
noted the nesv residential subdivuions with the hideous hotues 
shrieking their gaudy new-richness. Whereas in the time of Car- 
denas the emphasis in building had been on relieving the distress 
of the people— on practical apartments for working folk or small 
houses with good plumbing — now construction w’as concentrated 
on ostentatious living quarters for the wealthy. In spite of a 
thrcc-)-ear building boom, rents in Mexico City soared. Much 
undeveloped property quadrupled in value. TTic American head 
of the largest real-estate company in Mexico City stated privately, 
in August, JS14J, that his company was selling a million pesos’ 
worth of building lots a month in the fashionable Lomas de 
Chapultepec. Most of it w*as being bought by Jewish refugees, 
he said. *fc isn’t conceivably worth a third of the price, but if 
they want to throw their money abouq sve sell it to them.” To 
help relieve the swollen pockets of the new gilded middle class, 
a vast and extravagant race track, El Hipddromo de las Am&icas, 
Was built, partly with American capital, partly with Mexican. 
Plushy new night clubs with ebboratc deedrs (some owned by 
shady Americans) opened their doors. Mexico City became a 
rendezvous of international pleasure seekers, while labor demon- 
strators threatened to kill and cat the race horses at El Hipddromo 
if the price of meat did not go down. 

"Where is this great social revolution weVe been hearing 
about?” casual tourists in the cines commented. “We don’t see 
signs of it in the kind of building now booming. Certainly not 
in wages, where good carpenters are getting eighty American 
cents a day and government road workers fifty cents.” 

“The feared dictatorship of the proletariat?” mused better- 
informed tourists. "The red menace inspired by that thunderbolt 
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huricr Lombardo Tolcdano? The total ruin of the rich by that 
‘Great Destroyer of Mexico,’ Cirdenas, who gave land and liter- 
acy to peons and who taught great empires to respect Mexico’s 
sovereignty? Where is the Revolution?” 

Thoughtful men of good will looked about with wry smiles 
on their faces and odd feelings inside them. Some laughed, not 
at the efforts of the honest idealists who had sought to uplift 
mankind, but at the irony of it all. The abundant life promised 
to the masses was too obviously absent. What had happened was 
not in the least in the intention and desire of the good president, 
Don Manuel. “The Revolution is not dead,” he apologized, when 
questioned. “It is merely dormant temporarily, lying low under 
the stress of war.” 

Throughout hbtory In times of crisis, wonders have often been 
likened to the handwriting on the wall at Belshazzar’s famous 
feast. In Mexico, on February twentieth, 1^3, in the little valley 
of Cuityfizero in Michoacin, a most strange thing occurred. 
While a peasant named Dionisio Pulido was placidly plowing 
his cornfield, the earth beneath him groaned faintly and a wisp 
of smoke burst out of a new furrow. The astounded farmer won- 
dered if he had plowed too deep. After a brief pause, he rushed 
to the spot and attempted to beat out the fire with his palm-straw 
hat. But the path of smoke widened, and suddenly, with a roar, 
the earth opened and vomited fire, stones, and ashes into Dionisio’s 
freshly plowed acres. The terrified man turned and fled as if he 
had looked into the mouth of hell. Other peasants, hearing the 
noise and seeing the incredible sight of hurtling fire and flames 
rising out of their quiet earth, pra^d with all their breath. But 
soon they were snatching up what household goods they could 
and were running for their Htcs, as hot rocks began to drop on 
their frail-roofed shacks. The fiery accumulation in Dionisio’s 
cornfield increased. It formed a hillock, then a hill, and at last 
grew into a mountain. As if drenched with poison gas, vegeta- 
tion withered, leafed trees turned into lead-colored skeletons. 



Counter-Hcvolution 

The countryside for miles about looked as if blanketed with black 
snow. The people’s pleasant valley had become as awful and as 
desolate as a scene in hell. While Dionislo continued to bewail his 
loss, crying over and over, “Ob, my cornfield. My poor little oorn- 
ficldl” scientists from all over the world began their journeys 
to behold one of the most remarkable phenomena to occur in 
this hemisphere since the zySo’s. 

The volcano was named Paricudn, after the nearest village. 
The nearest large town is Uruapan, where the most beautiful 
lacquer ware in the continenc is made by a secret process handed 
down from parent to offspring. Wrapped in a murky fog of 
ashes when the wind blew that way, its streets an inch deep in 
black volcanic dust, its blossoms begrimed, Uruapan soon became 
overcrowded with scientists, photographers, tourists, and mere 
hohday makers, who used the town as the base for exploratory 
trips to the mountainous inferno. 

In the midst of the hubbub, in the face of the evil magnificence 
of the volcano by day and the breach-taking grandeur by night, 
the scores of homeless folk like DionJsio Pulido went on implor. 
ing the saints for mercy and praying to the mountairi to cease 
its havoc. Quietly on the scene arrived Lizaio Cardenas to ob- 
serve and speak with the unfortunate. A pracdcal as well as a 
big-hearted man, without waitiog for the processes of govern' 
mental relief Cardenas hired trucks and sent several of the most 
needy families to a small cscacc of his in Michoacin, where he 
gave them the land for their own. In due time, governmental 
agencies made provision for the other small farmers whose houses 
and milfas lay irrevocably buried under lava and black dust 

As the crater of Paricutin widened fantastically and its stark 
cone towered heavenwards, men began to read symbolic mean- 
ings into nature’s outburst One Mexican magazine editor wrote, 
“It might be said that the fire of Paricutm acts as a purifying 
agency in the hearts of men.” A revolutionary observer who had 
been much dhbeostened by the aspects of counter-revolution 
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nodded his head before the spectacle and said to his companion, 
“Let them heed the warning.” Tlien he quoted aloud a passage 
from the novelist Jose Ruben Romero that ran through his’ mind: 
“The struggle has been unequal, I know; but one day an earth- 
quake will arise from the courage of the humble and in that time 
not one stone will remain upon another.” 

While Paricutin continued to make good reading in the press, 
even if its activities no longer were worthy of the front page, 
the scarcity and high prices of necessities of life were played up 
with emphasis in the liberal press. For several months the radical 
papers put on a campaign of pointing out abuses, demanding re- 
lief measures for the common man s distress. While never un- 
friendly to the president himself, the editorials stung furiously 
at his government. Then, in June, 1943, the editors suddenly soft- 
pedaled their accusations and warnings. Some of the extreme 
leftists said their leaders had sold out to the capitalists. But the 
radical writers were only acceding to an appeal from the presi- 
dent to withhold their fire while the government devised some 
workable means of making the ends of income and living costs 
meet. 

In late September, 1943, Avila Camacho took positive measures 
to increase corn and sugar production. He ordered a quarter mil- 
lion acres in the tropical coastal region to be planted in corn. 
Corn was thereafter to be purchased not by private wholesalers 
but by the government, which also was to arrange distribution. 
Another attempt was made to freeze basic food prices. Wages 
were to be increased from five to fifty per cent for persons who 
made under ten pesos a day. TTiey were to be frozen thereafter. 
Unauthorized strikes were strictly prohibited. Severe penalties 
were decreed for price nolators. Employers who disregarded 
wage-increase orders were threatened with jail sentences and gov- 
ernmental operation of their business. 

Even in normal times the chief administrator of Mexico has 
one of the toughest jobs of any executive in the world. “A slow 
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river runs better,” men bad said bopcfully of Avila Camacho 
when he was inaugurated in December, ip40. They could no 
more foresee than could he the sudden tributaries and cataracts 
that were to pour into the river of government to affect its 
channel and flow. Yet through all the unwonted hetors occa- 
sioned by the war, Cardenas’s successor had not lost sight of the 
most essential peace-time job in Mexico— to raise the living stand- 
ard and the purchasing power of the hvclvc million underprivi- 
leged in his republic. 

In October, 19^3, a young Russian-born radical dose to Lom- 
bardo Tolcdano said in private conversation, “I believe that Avila 
Camacho would have pursued the social revolutionary course of 
Cardenas if the pressure of world events had not disturbed his 
plans.” In December, 1945, at the close of the first half of his 
six-year term, Avila Camacho began to speak again publicly of 
the revolution. “In spite of any external pressure,” he said, “the 
underlying principles of the Revolution will be advanced.” 
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“In all your negotiations fear not to give 
strength to that republic; Mexico can never 
he an enemy, it ought to he made a friend, of 
the United States^ 


ABKAHAM LINCOLN 


With the coming of 1944, though the unprecedented prosperity 
inflation did not abate, the liberals noted with joy that the swing 
to the right bad touched its high mark in 1^3 and was moving 
back to the left. The collective sentiment of the nation had so 
directed the turn. The president now made some significant 
changes among his collaborators in government, putting in places 
of maximum responsibility men chosen solely for their merit and 
ability, not for the expediency of satisfying the reactionaries. 
Jaime Torres Bodet, the progressive, biellcctual under secretary 
of foreign affairs, supplanted Vejar Vasquez as secretary of edu- 
cation. It was the latter’s appointment to that important office 
which had dismayed the liberals more than any other act in 
Avila Camacho’s rc^me. In no sense could Torres Bodet be 
classified by the rightists as a radical, or by the leftists as a reac- 
tionary. He was moderate and balanced, a man of the world, a 
poet and a critic, as well as a diplomat who had ably served his 
country in so important a post as the ambassadorship to Brazil. 
His appointment brought an enthusiasm and collaboration of the 
various elements in one of the most vital ministries of govern- 
ment. And according to the magazine Acd, “he accomplished 
in two weeks in office what Vejar Vasquez could not do in two 
years.” 

Another popular leftist a^esatment was that oi the d/srin- 
gutshed lawyer Ignacio Garcia Tellez, formerly Cardenas’s min- 
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istcr of interior, as the head of social security, in a department 
which in time is expected to prove “one of the most fruitful 
conquests of the Mexican proletariat. 

An ardent revolutionary, Silvano Barfja Gonzalez, former gov- 
ernor of Jalisco who had created a stir by denouncing Aiis agents 
within the clergy in February, 1942, was selected to he^ the 
dfpartamM„ agTari„. Here he supplanted Fernando Fogho 
Miramontes, of whose work in agrarian affairs a liberal paper 
commented that it had been “so little hrdliant that it seemed it 


had not existed.” , . , . l. 

These three governmental moves to the left, which brought 
renewed hope to the populace at large, were accj^pame y 
ever-tnereasing public appearances of ea-President Cardenas by 
the side of President Avila Camacho. By March, I9«, doubting 
niomases wete beginning to believe what Lombardo Toledano 
had tried to impress upon them during the critical unrest of 
March, 19431 namely, that Avila Camacho n as devoted pm on- 
ally to CMenas as he U .0 his aims. “1 who have knn™ 
deit AvUa Camacho all my life," the lato leader taid,_ knw 
perfectly well that when the public applauds Laearo Cariena 
fn the presence of .he acnial president of the republic It pleases 
Manuel Avila Camacho more dum if they were applauduig 


■This determined nun of the map^ty to the left b> *ej» 
ginning of 1944." wrote an editor in February, •Vas «»n-P“ 
^the government's moving in the same duect.on, so diat U 
Jn now^erform its funettons with effimey and eonfront no 
only the immediate problems, but also those perceived on the 

fuWs horkon.” . . welfare, in no- 

Events were promismg well tor g r>iv the 

merous manifesulions early in ifW- By New ^ 

Inter-American Highway in Mexico «ended 'A 
Laredo to Oaxaca. Unfinished PP> ’ WoA 

border of Gualemala numbered only four hundred miles. Work 
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was to go forward on these last difficult stretches, the president 
announced. He also announced that road construction in Yu- 
catan and on the vital Guadalajara-Nogalcs Highway and the 
Mexico Ciiy-Tampico Highway would continue in 1944. 

In regard to railroad construction, the president said that the 
building of the Southern Railway would proceed, linking the 
Tehuantepec line of the National RaiUvays with the United Rail- 
\vays of Yucatan, thus giving Yucatan rail connection with the 
interior of Mexico for the first time in history. At die end of 
March, to keep operations in order and schedules on time, the 
president took an unprecedented, firm stand on labor, and re- 
moved the last vestige of union control. According to govern- 
mental decree, management now has complete power to employ 
and dismiss workers, to disregard all union regulations which 
“slow up, impede, or impair” operation. Thus, railway manage- 
ment in Mexico now has more power than that in the United 
States. Avila Camacho’s determined move to forestall any labor 
disruptions of any branch of the railroad service proved again his 
care for the general welfare. 

As to his pet project, irrigation, the president announced in 
January that Mexico would spend $16,000,000 on its irrigation 
program in 1944. The appropriation placed at the disposal of the 
National Irrigation Commission is being used for works under 
way which will irrigate some 260,000 acres. By the special six- 
year program of the commission created in 1941, it is intended 
to improve irrigation in 6^,000 acres and to open up an addi- 
tional 1,081,000 acres to cultivation. Optimists estimated that by 
the end of 1944 more than a million persons would directly 
benefit from Mexico’s achievements in irrigation and that na- 
tional agricultural production in 1944 would be double that of 
1941. However roseate such hopes may be, the president himself 
detlated isv Febriaty that ten mflUon -atics tsf com ■wtraW be col- 
tivated in 1944— more than at any other time in Mexico’s history, 
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despite the extensive diversification in farming that Mexico has 
been attempting these past few years. 


In the spring of 1944. though the man in the street blamed the 
United States for the inflationary prices of necessities and luxuries, 
relations between the United States and official Mexico had never 
been more cordial. A precedent had been broken in April of 
1943 when President Roosevelt paid a state visit to President Avila 
Camacho in Monterrey, and had the visit promptly remtned m 
Corpus Christi, Texas. In the first neighborly meeting,^ Don 
Manuel had gently referred to certain “negative memories" that 
Mexieo still bore in regard to the United States, and both chief 
executives expressed fervent hope that future relations would be 
so happy as to dissolve them completely. The most significant 
outcome of the meeting was the presidenu’ agreement to ctmte 
a Mexican-American Commission for Economic CcMjperation. 
The commission met in both capitals between May twenty-first 
and July second. Out of the conferences came 
Mexican-American Industrial Commission which held its lirst 
meeting in Mexico City in the late fall of 1943- f ^ f 
this meeting the United Stales had already spent Syyifxx) m 
rehabilitating the Mexican railroads to keep movmg the stuffs 
of war and in preparauon for the fumre cxAanp of trade 
By the end of tw. « 

Mexico will have a 86oo,ooonoo Imde balance m her favo 
money to spend in the United States as soon as there arc amcles 
to sell which Mexicans need and want. u c,,, 

A controversial negative memory was soothed 
1943, when the Standard OU of New Jeney o^ially announced 
a^al settlement of all it. publicized claims, l^e compny ^ 
to receive a total of 5x0,33x484- The amount was 1 -^ 
per cent of the original claims- The officials 
horn comment as ,0 whether or not they w„e sansficA Bm on 
the same day the Mexican ambassador m Washington paid a 
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vj5it to prry Sinclair, president of Sinclair Oil, and presented 
^ check for $i, 5 ocmxk>, Mexico’s final installment on 
e ,500,000 agreed upon in direct negotiations in 1940. Com- 
pictely contraiy to the attitude of the Standard executives, Mr. 

air ley recalled that he had said from the outset that 
his agreement with Mexico was a satisfactory one and that he 
had been confident it would be scrupulously carried out. 

ihc ^encan public, as well as the press, was glad the oil 
expropmuon ruckm wi, aided. It had long since become a bore, 

it«! 1 ^ ^ astronomical monetary figures, 

Its who e significance had become dwarfed. As far as the future 
tiu! opaations in Mexico was concerned, the most 

that the siih^ T ^ ^^'^^tnent was the categorical recognition 

lattWo v^T I S?'''™”'”' l«d given Cirdenas in his 
it has riven T the co-operation and material aid 

avotd®LuTt -“I- F«£ would have been 

New Deal ad Standard Oil and political agitation, the 

osZ at^e “ "'i'Mraw some 
—and worse.^^h^ Mexico’s New Dealer. What happened 
^nfi rx '■"Pl^'-i-bvause of the ^cm- 

S thre ril f-eiblf 

the good nciehSo ° V' necessity of making 

lish^ w^r® - 'veil as in the 

sida and activltia'” ' “tgcncy of munialalcfensc aims sub- 
come the real rofr;'?" P-'> 

early in 19^0^4”^ hy Ac libaal magazine Tomorrow 
World,” a^oxL« 1 ^ Amaica in the Post-War 

and fifty-nine ardeles' luW^by 

Dressed awarem-** .1, .. i. tt . h-atm American writers cx- 

war as the real Lt-***? 

believed that the Latin Ameri^*”'"?' "'a‘' 

crican people and governments should 
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cooperate with the United States. But svith a great hope ex- 
pressed, there were a strong mixture of cynicism and a fear at 
economic depression and chaos might result in the post-w:U era 
if the United States failed to carry out the precepts of the Atlantic 
Charter and of the good-neighbor policy. 

From the first, President Avila Camacho pledge comp c e 
accord with the good-neighbor policy. But the Unite tates 
yet to prove to the satisfaction of all Latin Americans t at t 
policy was not created largely as an insurance against c 
of war looming on both sides of the eastern hemisp ere. > 
the good-neighbor policy outlast Franklin D. Roosevelt. y 
ask south of the Rio Grande. Of course it must, no matter w 
name the program goet by. All level-headed Rcpobhmns as wed 
as DemocL agrefiat Ae hme ha. 

connotations or dubious interpretations of Ac in the 

According to Ac Mexican diplomat, Dr. Luis Quin i , 
last quarter of the nineteenth eentury and the 
the twenticA the Monroe Doctrine ha of that 

which sixty act. of aggression or intervention m Ac " me on“ 
docttine have been talked np a.gainst Ac " 

A • • u- k tarn ..sfd as another name for the poiic) 

Amencannn. -whmh h' ^ only dia- 

of Ac good neighbor- “ Some kind of coUeeth-c 

logues W.11 prove popular m be wrought, and 

econoimc OTder for mmoa inttnimemctl. 

new methods of finanemi; d government, like most 

For the post-war -lions. has its determination set 

of dte greater Ij>"nXs.riali»,ion, I. ha, confesseil .0 an 
on a program of gradual ^^ounding technical resources of 
urgent desire for some or „( ,he mamifacmrcrs 

the United States to be p iipjKirtunities 

and farmers of Mexico - Mexico mu'l haw factories 

for organization and A„ncnls. She nee^b j^acking hmi'«* 
to produce plants. She necib to mantifaCturc 


ice plants, and hy 
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cheap clothes for her people. Honest foreign capital which tic- 
sires to participate in this industrialization will be warmly wel- 
comed. But it shall know that its managers must respect the 
industrial laws of Mexico, Above all else, Mexico desires to abol- 
ish the unilateral exploitation which formerly transported wealth 
out of the country and nourished a continual spirit of discord 
within. In the future, Mexico will rightly expect a higher pro- 
portion of the profits to remain within her ossm borders. She 
looks to industrial development to help improve, collectively and 
individually, the general standard of living — to assist in the de- 
pauperization of her impoverished. 

Due considerably to the investment of capital from the United 
States, Mexico’s light and heavy industries have forged ahead dur- 
ing the Avila Camacho regime despite the difSculty of obtaining 
the proper machinery. The 1940 census reported 12,711 industrial 
establishments already in operation with a capitalization of $520,- 
000,000 and over 330/300 employees. During 1942, sixty brand- 
new Industries were established with a total investment of 
$38/X)0,ooo, a large portion of which came from the United 
States. 

The very able United States ambassador, George S. Messer- 
smith, has assured the Mexicans that the good neighbor will 
continue to be an effective and honest business man. He has 
given repeated assurances that it is entirely contrary to the inten- 
tion of the United States to frustrate Mexico’s industrialization 
after the war. He has told the citizens that unquestionably the 
United States will assist her neighbor in the post-war industriali- 
zation. 

But if by some unlikely mischant* In governmental policy the 
United States should be reluctant, Great Britain will be only 
too eager to oblige immediately, as will other European nations 
when they recover from the ravages of war. Whatever comes, 
Mexico should be in a fortunate position for bargaining. 

So far as the United States is concerned, the very core of the 
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heartland of her future geopditjes lie* in the high central plateau 
of Mexico. SomcH’berc within Mexico’s boundaries might be 
located the center of the land mass known as the Western Hemi- 
sphere, And within its latitudes may be found a microcosm of 
the manifold conditions and potentialities of the twenty republics 
to the south. From the United States viewpoioti Mexico is die 
show window or the vestibule or die first front of all Latin 
America, call it what one will. With no other country is friend- 
ship more essential. In constructing a zone of hemispheric security 
for the United States, Mexico is the territory and the nation of 
prime importance. That importance is attested to by the ha that 
the United States maintains a larger diplomatic corps in Mexico 
City than xn any other city of the world except London. And the 
State Department was careful to choose for its latest ambassador 
one of its very top career diplomats, the seasoned Mr. Mcsscr- 

smith. 

In the summer of 1943 the supershrewd Stalin acitnowledged 
this strategic geographical and polidcaj position by sending as 
his ambassador to Mexico his ace diplomat, the astute and charm- 
ing Comrade Oumansky. Stalin did not offer to a small country 
like Mexico the very best diplomat Russia had to present to any 
nation merely as a gracious gesture in gratitude to the country 
which had refused for over two decades to recognize the TJrtlon 
of Soviet Socialist Republics. And the dictator was certainly not 
unaware that in the Western Hemisphere he had no more ardent 
admirer dian Mexico’s Lombardo Toledano, the head of the 
Latin American Confederation of Labor, the power of which 
organization is still to be tested. Some of Lombardo Tolcdano’s 
enemies have jestingly called him the “interplanetary labor 
leader.” But though no one may expect these jesters to prove 
complete prophets, within the jest there may lie a pinch of potent 
yeast. For the force of Lombardo Toledano and labor throughout 
the Latin American republics may swell to unconsidcred pro- 
portions in the approaching decades. 
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Mexico, like all Latin America, is pregnant with future. And, 
like harbingers of approaching events, like vital links bct\vcen 
the now and the soon-to^ome, arc the increasing nctw'orks of 
inter-American air transportation. In February, 1944, work on the 
huge new Aeroptierto Central in Mexico City 'vas begun on a 
site adjacent to the present air field. (Before the plans were drawn 
the Mexican designers visited the best airports in the United 
States and consulted with American technicians.) Mexico will 
soon have one of the safest and most modern airfields in the 
world. The area is almost wice as great as that of La Guardia 
Field in New York. The very magnitude of the undertaking, the 
“looking ahead by half a century” in this gateway between the 
United States and South America, arc warrant enough that close 
friendship between the next^oor neighbors is imperative. 

Just as there is a bond between all men of good will who desire 
something better for human society than laissez faire capital in 
the past seems to have done for it, $0 there is a bond behveen 
those citizens of Mexico and the United States who promote har- 
mony and friendship and mutual gain. L^zaro Cirdenas has 
stated with conviction, for all his compatriots to hear, “Mexico's 
success depends upon a firm friendship with the United States.” 

It is not ahvays easy, however, for the best intentioned of 
Mexicans and norteamericanos to make friends quickly. Besides 
the difference in tongues, which can be surmounted, there are 
those psychological barriers invoWng the whole background of 
Spain and the Indian blood-stream on the one side and the 
Anglo-Saxon heritage and modem American rhythms on the 
other. Not many persons in cither republic arc so blessedly con- 
stituted that they can dissolve such barriers at once and pierce 
directly beneath all custom to the essential heart of man. 

The American who goes to Mexico in an attitude of criticism, 
who is quick to express adverse comparisons, docs corroding dam- 
age to the cordial relations between the two nations. Mexicans 
resent, too, the crusading sfniit of smug persons who arc so sure 
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they know what proper civilization should be. Often unseasoned 
business men from the north become slightly insane at the Mexi- 
can lack of punctuality. ITicy fume and fulminate and deter- 
mine to teach those fellows lessons, to make them understand 
that time is money. But Mexicans have different ideas of time’s 
worth and they already have a plenitude of good precepts to 
guide them. Could a man from north of the border conceive a 
better gem of a sermon on punctuality than the one inscribed 
on a church door at San Miguel Allendc? “Punctuality is the 
virtue of saints, the courtesy of kings, the duty of gentlemen, 
the need of men of business, and the custom of men of sound 


judgment.” 

Lack of rigid punctuality U with Mexicans by no means a sign 
of intentional discourtesy or unfriendliness. On the whole, Mexi- 
cans of every class ate more than ready to offer friendly response 
to friendly approach. With them, courtesy is a quality descending 
both from their Indian and Iberian heritages. As the distin- 
guished American priest, the Reverend Francis Clement Kelly 
said, “The Mexican peon is perhaps the only gentleman m rags 
on earth.” From the lowest in estate to the highest, I^ans are 
peculiarly sensitive to bad or unpercepUve manners. TOey know 
better than do most citizens of the United States die tnith of 
that old Spanish maxim, "In honoring others we amply honor 
ourselves." More than imperialistic bullying or greedy explo.ta- 
tion, it is decades of wounded seiisibiUties that lie back of Mexi- 
can resentment to griusor. Since it is as necessary to keep friend- 
ships in good repair as it is «, keep harbor defenses m eond. non, 
good manners arc no less significant in profitable ril.an«s than 
reinforced concrete. As Stark Young says so happdy: Manners 
are the mask of decency that we employ at need, the 
fair communication; their flower is a common pace, “d “ 
fruit not seldom friendship.” And manners of the northern 
visitor, are often scrutinized and silendy chalked up plus 
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minus in the Mexican’s conception of the composite norte- 
americano. 

“One of the principal dangers to guard against,” warned a 
perceptive American at a recent banquet for business men, “is 
the myth that Latin America is inhabited by docile peoples, 
eagerly waiting for Yankee energy, ingenuity, and leadership to 
make it blossom like a rose.” Ojmmcnting on this timely ad- 
monition, Rafael Hcliodoro Valle, dynamic managing editor of 
Mexico’s famous Excelsior, wrote something to be remembered: 
“Although we recognize the excellent example given us by the 
United States with respect to devotion to work, a sense of respon- 
sibility, organization, and imagination at the service of human 
welfare, and tolerance for ideas and beliefs of every kind, we 
must still take into account the fact that life is different here. 
We are convinced that we are young nations which, in spite of 
many vicissitudes, have demonstrated their desire to Improve. 
Only those who have studied our historic past can appreciate 
that the evils from which we still suffer are the result of political 
and economic conditions against which we must continue to 
struggle. Only a genuine, sincere understanding of this past will 
render possible the understanding, co^jperation, and friendship 
of all American countries.” 

In our future relations there is a lurking danger to harmonious 
co-operation that Mexicans for their part should face squarely. 
The more the United States complies with Mexico’s invitation to 
make capital investments, the more suspicious and jealous some 
of her citizens may become of us. With each million from the 
United States that goes into a new Mexican factory or into the 
opening up of a mine, there arc those persons ^vho will cry out 
that the Yankees are seeking to get an imperialistic stranglehold 
on them, that the good-neighbor policy is an instrument to keep 
them in a colonial state. On the other hand there arc those naive 
others among them who frankly expect the United States to 
rehabilitate their railroads, furnish money and materials to build 
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fJicir roads and drain Uieir swamps, just because norteameri- 
cams are big-hearted saps. There are too those chronic blamcrs 
of the United States for all that goes svrong in Mexico. Finally, 
there are a few bitter souls svho would relish some anti-Unit^ 
States tie-up with Argentina, some who even look to that unlikely 
day when Argentina, backed by certain European powers and 
other Latin American republics, may battle with the United 
States for the leadership of the Western Hemisphere. But these 
belong in the category of those misguided men who would throw 
their country into black confusion and misery to get their side 
or their ideology into power. 

On the Monday after Easter, occurred such an ill-boding 
attempt As President Avib Camacho got out of his automobile 
in the courtyard of the Palacio Nacional, a young artillery lieu- 
tenant approached, drew a ^5-caIibcr revolver, and /ir«L The 
bullet went through the president’s coat and vest and burned the 
shirr over the heart But, miraculously, Avila Camacho was un- 
hurt He grappled with his assailant, pinning bis arras, until 
guards rushed up and disarmed the fellow. Then coolly the 
president asked that the ofScer, who was quite well known to 
him, a compatriot from his own state of Puebla, be brought up 
to hb ofHce that he might learn hb grievance. The lieutenant, 
who had been educated for the priesthood, protested against the 
army regulation which forbids men to attend church in uniform, 
and kept repeating, “There b no justice.” Through a spokesman, 
Avila Camacho gave out to the press that hb would-be assassin 
was “a Nazi sympathizer.” Throughout Mexico there were mut- 
tered accusations of Fabngc and sinarquismo, and a re callin g 
here and there of the rcUgious fanatic who had assassinated 
Obreg^n. Whatever the o&cet's motive, personal or group- 
directed, Avila Camacho begged the nation to make nothing of 
the unhappy incident and in no wise to let it stir up fresh unrest 
or bring divbion to Mexico. 

The truth may forever remain a mystery, for at the milifarj 
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barracks where he was incarcerated that same night the lieu- 
tenant was mortally wounded. Acojrding to the commander o£ 
the Sixth Regiment, he was shot by guards as he attempted to 
escape. On Wednesday the papers announced his death from 
peritonitis. Was this the end of an isolated deed, people asked, 
or did the lieutenant’s crime presage something sinister in flux? 
In a land as unpredictable as Mexico no one could ever say with 
assurance what might or might not happen. One could only take 
hope from the consensus of opinion that never in Mexican his- 
tory had a president struggled harder to govern for all, and none 
had been so loyally supported by so many diverse factions. 

Yet, as affecting the immediate morale of Mexico, there is one 
peculiarly disturbing sign that observers note among many young 
men of the towns. It may be merely a phase rather than a trait 
ingrained, but it Is none the less to be deplored. It is a kind of 
indifferent and contemptuous cynicism that seems more un- 
healthy because it is so resigned. Ask any young Mexican from 
eighteen to thirty — soldier, taxi driver, lawyer, or shop assistant 
—about the future of his country. The chances are he will reply 
with a grimace, a shrug, a disillusioned turnmg down of the 
mouth. Perhaps he will answer with some bitter quip about graft 
or the political machine or the control of the national finances 
by an alien world more powerful than Mexico. Howsoever he 
expresses himself, one senses a frustration that seeks release in 
mockery or irresponsibility or plain apathy. And sometimes, in 
deeply thoughtful young men, that frustration has assumed a pro- 
found melancholy, like that of a young infantry captain who 
spoke from his inner heart when he said, “Anyone who loves 
Mexico stays with hb heart broken.” 

This captain, who had been educated in the United States, was 
referring indireedy to the betrayal of Mexico and the Revoludon 
by the revolutionbts themselves, “^xicans have been victimized 
often enough by aliens, God knows,” he went on to say, “but 
they are victims just as often their own natures. It is the 
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native political conqutstadores who turned corrupt and broke 
faith with the people; these fellows undermined the Revolution. 
Our honest leaders like Cardenas and Avila Camacho have had 
to make use of so much rotten timber. What you in the United 
States call grows in rank soU here. Though we don’t do 

it in such spectacular millions as sometimes you do across the 
border, it is a rooted and prevalent thing with us. It is not only 
winked at, but its success is often envied and even admired. For 
the first half of Cardenas’s administration, political graft was 
curtailed and slashed, from that of cabinet ministers to that of 
the smallest provincial poKr/co. Under the influence of Cirdenas, 
bureaucratic jobs went, wherever possible, to young men with a 
reputation for ideals. But with so much authority and so much 
money passing through thdr fingers, young men also mccuro 
in time to the old Latin temptation of lining their pockets while 
in office. Too many fine men who start out with honest p^ose 
end up as slick pohticians. That’s Ac pity of Mcxica TTiats 

what breaks the heart of sincere patriots. _ 

The Acme of Ac most important novel to come out of Mexico 
tcatit\y-Su«bur,l, by Mauricio Magdaleno-bears out the ca^ 
tam’t lament. It depicts the beUayal of hi. mal eompatnots by 
a risen poto™. an Indian lihe dtemsel.e., a man who had sul- 
fered hardship with them aird whom they trusted as a savior o 
bring them some sustenance from the Revoluuon But the ghtter- 
ing politician exploited his old friends as me y an “ on 
as any h^c^dado or foreign cmqda«d«r from whom they ex- 

pected noAing. .. i-i .. 

The purging of graft from the taiikt of public servan^ I* 
tax asseLrs or polfeemen, omrot be succersfully aeh.eved un j 
their salaries ate raised to give them a respectable standard o 
living. And salaries cannot be increased unless the 
and property taxes arc considerably raised. No govcrniiKn , 
the most radical, has dared ro decree a high in»me tax. On ta- 
nesses, taxes ate kept low to attract the foreign mvestor. And 
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it is the custom of business firms, great and small, to keep a 
double set of books: one accurate, for the directors; and another 
for the authorized examiners, who, instead of asking to see the 
correct books, graciously demand their mordido, or bite, in pesos, 
from ten to several thousand, according to the ability to pay and 
the resistance to scaring. 

Mordidos are considerations to be worked out within the na- 
tional consciousness, just as every other country has its own 
peculiar problems to resolve. Only as abuses in one country affect 
international relations and good will should they be the concern 
of another country. And it is no more the business of norteamen- 
canos to preach against the widespread petty dishonesty in Mex- 
ico than for the Mexicans to put on a campaign to clean up the 
appalling juvenile delinquency in the United States. Unhealthy 
moral conditions may be deplored, but they are not to be re- 
fonned by strangers. 

When the war is over there will possibly be a contagion of 
disillusion or discontent among young Americans to be com- 
bated, as there is in Mexico today. In both cases they are prob- 
lems to be faced on the respective fronts. But in regard to rela- 
tions between the two nations, in the critical aftermath of war 
and in the post-war era, both governments and both peoples 
might profitably recall the Galilean’s second great command, 
“Love thy neighbor as thyself.” For, mankind being in an unre- 
deemed state, Mexico and the United States may each be greatly 
tempted. Mexico could conceivably become a center of intrigue 
from distances as remote in space and ideology as the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics and Argentina. Leaders without in- 
tegrity, or merely misguided, might create havoc in the nation by 
a foolish gesture. If big business in the United States should ever 
again attain its pristine “rugged individualism,” bludgeoning “go- 
getters” among its ranks might try to urge the revival of a big- 
stick policy under another name arul undo all the good neigh- 
borly work of the Franklin D. Roosevelt regime. As for a most 
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desirable attitude of the post-war govcmnicnt towards Mexico, 
its leaders might happily take a leaf from Abraham Lincolns 
book. In instructing his envoy to Mexico, more than fourscore 
years ago, the sagacious humanitarian wrote: “In all your negotia- 
tions fear not to give strength to that republic; Mexico can never 
be an enemy, it ought to be made a friend, of the United States. 

It has taken a long time for succeeding chief executives to see 
the wisdom of Lincoln’s sentiment. But more and more Ameri- 
cans of sound business sense arc becoming convinced that today 
our interests coincide. Men of honest intelligence and kindly 
heart in both nations quite naturally desire perpetual amity be- 
tween the neighbor republics. The modus operandi of maintain- 
ing that blessed condition would be easy indeed if the 
north and south of the border could bear in mind a simge defi- 
nition of Benito Judrez. “Peace,” the great Indian said, with 
classial economy, “is respect for the rights of others. 
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